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ABSTRACT 
Against the backdrop of rampant urbanization and globalization, urban scholars have been 
seeking sustainable ways of building integrated communities in the city. Urban planners and 
architects have dedicated extensive scholarly endeavors to examining the relationships among 
neighborhood built environment, local social relations, and community identity. This dissertation 
contributes to this scholarship by synthesizing interrelated, yet segmented, theoretical approaches 
to gain a holistic understating of the relationship between the neighborhood built environment, 
especially neighborhood communal space (e.g., open spaces, clubhouse), and community 
participation – defined as a local population’s voluntary participation in community political and 
social affairs in both formal and informal ways.  
In this dissertation I ask the overarching questions: to what extent and how can neighborhood 
communal space contribute to community participation? Previous literature has suggested two 
mechanisms whereby communal space influences participation. The first is the social capital 
mechanism indicating an intervening effect of neighborly social relations between communal 
space and participation. The second is the intra-physic mechanism advocating place attachment 
as a mediator. This study aims to untangle the roles of these two mechanisms in the milieu of 
neighborhood communal space.  
I situate this study in the context of commodity housing estates in Guangzhou, China. This 
research employs quantitative methods, drawing on a city-wide survey, and a case study using 
qualitative methods. The city-wide survey was conducted in 2012 using a random sampling 
strategy. In total, information from 1,089 households in 39 neighborhoods was collected. A case 
study using qualitative techniques, including observation and in-depth interviews, was conducted 
in Kin-Lai Garden, a commodity housing estate located in the inner suburbs of Guangzhou.  
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 Using the individual- and neighborhood-level survey data, I adopted a four-step approach to 
disentangle the social-capital mechanism and the intra-physic mechanism. I first performed a 
multilevel regression to ascertain the association between neighborhood communal space and a 
local population’s community participation. Then I employed multivariate regression models to 
examine the relationship between individuals’ uses and appraisals of communal space, and 
participatory behaviors. I performed a path analysis in the third step to further investigate the 
extent to which local social capital and neighborhood attachment mediate the effects of 
communal space. Lastly, the physical attributes of neighborhood communal space are scrutinized 
to identify important factors that contribute to people’s use of communal space. Following the 
systematic quantitative analyses, I employed the data collected from field observation and 
interview in Kin-Lai Garden to explore how the two mechanisms influence community 
participation. Specifically, systematic observations illustrate the local population’ uses of and 
activities in communal spaces; interview materials reveal the content and meanings of 
neighborhood-based social capital and place attachment for local residents, and demonstrate the 
operation of the social capital mechanism and the intra-physic mechanism underlying 
community participation.  
The main argument stemming from this research is that neighborhood communal spaces, as 
an essential part of the neighborhood built environment, have an important role to play in 
shaping a local population’s participatory behaviors in the context of newly-built Chinese urban 
communities. Communal space does not directly affect community participation. Rather, it 
serves as a common ground for nurturing neighborhood attachment and place-based social 
capital. The latter two apparatuses produce “push” and “pull” effects respectively on individuals’ 
participatory behaviors. I argue that the importance of neighborhood communal space lies not 
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only in its social function as a locale for interpersonal interactions and its psychological function 
as a source of place sentiment, but more importantly, it has civic virtue in the sense that it 
facilitates community participation through the social-capital mechanism and the intra-physic 
mechanism. 
Results of this study highlight the importance of the neighborhood built environment in the 
process of community formation. Meanwhile, this study bridges multiple parallel theories 
pertaining to the scholarship of community building and organizing practices, such as the 
discourse of “social contact design,” social capital theory and community psychology theory. 
This study illustrates that a synthesis of these theoretical frameworks is required to fully 
understand local civic participation in relation to the physical and social environment of a 
community. The conclusion of this dissertation discusses implications and potential directions for 
future studies on the topic of communal space and civic participation in the context of residential 
environment in emerging democracies. 
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Chapter One. Introduction 
1.1 Toward sustainable community: Neighborhood communal space and community 
participation 
Citizen participation in local affairs is a major means of building sustainable and integrated 
communities. Such community collective efforts are important for improving the neighborhood 
environment, facilitating local service delivery, maintaining social order, and enhancing 
community capacity (Chavis & Wandersman, 1990; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). 
However, as the global world enters into an unprecedented era of urbanization, community life in 
contemporary societies has become increasingly disintegrated. Urban sprawl, for example in the 
United States, has produced a plethora of auto-dependant, low-density suburban neighborhoods, 
replacing traditional vibrant city communities (Richardson & Bae, 2004). Studies have shown 
that neighborliness in contemporary American communities is weakened (Wellman, 2001) and 
neighborhood residents tend to withdraw from local civic engagement (Putnam, 2000). Similarly, 
in China, the emergence of a more fluid, individualized way of life as a result of globalization 
has progressively eroded strong community ties and collective identity in traditional 
neighborhoods (Forrest & Yip, 2007).  
In response to these urban crises, city planners and designers resort to the material form of 
neighborhoods to seek an antidote to loss of community resulting from suburbanization and 
urban sprawl. Extensive public efforts have been made to build community capacity by way of 
cultivating community social capital and community spirit through neighborhood physical design, 
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such as the New Urbanism movement and in cohousing1 residential projects in the U.S. (Bohl, 
2000; Duany & Plater-Zyberk, 2000; Ruiu, 2014; Williams, 2005), and in urban villages in the 
UK (Biddulph, 2000). These strategies propose “social contact design” (Torres-Antonini, 2001), 
featuring small-scale walkable neighborhoods with mixed land uses. The rationale behind these 
efforts is that strong associations exist among the neighborhood physical context, individual 
behaviors (e.g., walking and neighboring) and community sentiment (e.g., sense of community), 
which in turn are expected to contribute to collective activities (Hanlon, 2010; Leyden, 2003; 
Long & Perkins, 2007; Morenoff, Sampson, & Raudenbush, 2001). Despite divergence in 
practices, the social contact design principles advocate creation of neighborhood communal 
spaces2 – common spaces (public or semi-public) located within a neighborhood for shared use 
by local residents (e.g., sidewalks, playgrounds, shops, etc.). Neighborhood communal space 
may be public space, such as those in traditional neighborhoods. It may also be semi-public 
space, for example, those in gated communities or Common Interest Developments (CIDs) in the 
United States. Although CIDs are often associated with spatial fragmentation and social division 
(Blakely & Snyder, 1997; Ruiu, 2014; Sanchez, and, & Dhavale, 2005), one can hardly deny the 
social value of communal spaces in these neighborhoods as a focal point for local community 
                                                             
1 Cohousing is a residential settlement comprising private dwellings and communal spaces (usually open to 
outsiders). It is a community with careful physical design to support community living and self-management. 
Cohousing is often juxtaposed and compared with gated communities (see William, 2005; Ruiu, 2014).  
2 This concept is concerned less with property rights than with the shared uses by local residents. Hence it is related 
to and yet different from the concept of public space. It refers to places that are accessible to residents of a 
community, or in some cases even outsiders, where difference is encountered and negotiated. In this regard, it 
encompasses open space (e.g., park, street, sidewalks), informal meeting places (e.g., shops, bars), places for group 
activities (e.g., clubs, churches), and other spaces shared by a collectivity (e.g., parking lot) (refers to Section 2.3, 
Chapter Two for more discussion). 
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activities. 
 Indeed, public spaces or semi-public spaces in the city have been viewed as an important 
civic venue for social encounters, associational life, and political discourse (Daniere & Douglass, 
2009; Low & Smith, 2006). These spaces provide physical settings not only for a sense of place 
to grow in the form of meaning, identity, history, and memories, but also for a civil society to 
develop and function (Amin, 2008; Daniere & Douglass, 2009; Low, 2000; Mitchell, 1995). 
Communal spaces at the community level therefore embrace a potential for building social 
solidarity and collective spirit among residents and encouraging participation in community 
affairs (Curley, 2010; Manzo & Perkins, 2006; Parisi, Grice, Taquino, & Grill, 2002; Perkins, 
Brown, & Taylor, 1996).  
However, while studies have been largely devoted to examining the built environment and its 
relationship to social interaction (e.g., Williams, 2005) and personal meaning (e.g., Stedman, 
2002), the direct relationship between the environmental context and actual participatory 
behaviors remains unclear and understudied. The New Urbanism discourse asserts positive roles 
of certain neighborhood-scale community designs, e.g., mixed land use and presence of 
communal spaces, in shaping local participation, yet few empirical studies exist to substantiate 
these arguments. As such, attempts by New Urbanists to solve social problems through 
architectural design risk being labeled environmentally deterministic. This study therefore aims 
to contribute to this scholarship by addressing the overarching question – how might the 
neighborhood built environment, particularly neighborhood communal space, contribute to 
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grassroots participation in community affairs? I situate this study in the context of contemporary 
urban communities in China through a case study of the metropolitan city of Guangzhou located 
in southern China. 
1.2 Why studying China? 
In contrast to the voluminous studies of civil society and civic engagement in democratic 
regimes, few intellectual efforts have been devoted to community experiences in China due to 
limited opportunities for civic participation in the socialist era. Thus, concepts such as 
community social capital, place attachment, and community participation are far less understood 
in the context of China. However, market reforms of the past three decades have exposed China 
to strong forces of globalization dominated by the ideas of free market, small government, and 
political democracy, resulting in tremendous spatial and social transformations in the city.  
As housing reform since the 1980s has transformed urban housing from a public welfare to a 
commodity product, the landscape of urban neighborhoods in Chinese cities has dramatically 
changed. In the socialist era, residential compounds were built by state work units (danwei [Dan 
Wei]) integrating work and residence where residents were colleagues and lived a communal life 
managed by the work unit (Bjorklund, 1986). These socialist neighborhoods are now giving way 
to contemporary neighborhoods – commodity housing estates3 built by real estate developers 
                                                             
3 Commodity housing estates are enclosed residential compounds built by private real estate developers that 
proliferate in city space of contemporary China. Most commodity housing estates take the form of gated 
communities although the degree of “gatedness” varies from one place to another. They also feature some 
neighborhood design principles of New Urbanist neighborhoods in the U.S., such as communal spaces and facilities, 
mixed land use, etc. (refer to Section 2.1.2 in Chapter Two for more details about China’s contemporary 
neighborhoods).  
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with distinct physical characteristics and social composition. Instead of renters occupying 
allocated danwei housing with limited choices, residents in these commodity housing estates are 
private market consumers and buy into a desired residence.  
The neighborhood transformation parallels changing modes of community governance in 
private commodity housing compounds. In former danwei compounds, the socialist work unit 
was the sole provider of community service and management, whereas in commodity housing 
estates, the state, market, and society interplay to shape community life (Gui, Ma, & Muhlhahn, 
2009). Collective activities and participation in neighborhood affairs were organized through and 
around workplaces in the interest of industrial production and reproduction (Bray, 1997; Tang & 
Parish, 2000). Social autonomy, associated with the concept of community participation in the 
Western context, was largely lacking (Bjorklund, 1986; Bray, 1997).  
As the socialist work-unit system retreated from community management, the state-led 
Community Building movement4 was launched nationwide to establish the territory-based social 
institution of urban governance at the local level. Particularly, grassroots government agencies5, 
e.g., Residents’ Committees (RCs, juwei [Jyu Wei]), were consolidated to maintain Communist 
                                                             
4 Community building in China is different from community development projects in the U.S. context. It is an 
initiative led by Chinese municipal governments to strengthen the administrative infrastructure at the local level in 
the market-reform era. Literature sometimes refers to it as “community construction” to emphasize the role of the 
party-state in the process (refer to Section 2.2.2 in Chapter Two for more details).  
5 The grassroots organizational structures in China differ substantially from that in the U.S. due to different types of 
political regimes (Read, 2008). Because the communist Party and the state in China penetrate widely and deeply to 
the grassroots level, there exist certain types of state-sponsored administrative bodies to manage “the grassroots”, 
such as Residents’ Committees. These administrative bodies at the very basic level are often referred to as grassroots 
government agencies in the literature (Bray, 2006; Gui et al, 2009). They are juxtaposed with other less constrained 
grassroots community organizations, such as homeowners associations, which enjoy more social and political 
autonomy.  
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Party’s social control at the grassroots level and to restore the traditional forms of social bonding 
and collective spirit that are believed to be eroded in contemporary neighborhoods (Bray, 2006; 
Ma, 2002). One of its responsibilities is to oversee and coordinate the activities of community 
organizations, e.g., homeowners’ associations. To date, urban neighborhoods in China have been 
incorporated under the jurisdiction of Residents’ Committees, the geography of which is 
officially demarcated by municipal governments and referred to as shequ [She Chyu] – the 
Chinese translation of community. Note that the official use of shequ does not equate with 
natural social groupings or geographical neighborhoods. Rather, it correlates with the territorial 
responsibility of Residents’ Committees. This term is used throughout the remainder of the 
dissertation to indicate this specific interpretation of “community” in China. 
 Despite various forms of state intervention in community affairs, the dismantling of 
collectivist ideology and the emergent associational activities in contemporary neighborhoods 
have granted the local population greater autonomy over collective affairs (Tomba, 2005). 
Community service delivery has been privatized and responsibilities assumed by professional 
property management companies, who maintain a contractual relationship with homeowners and 
perform duties concerning the upkeep of the collective property. Moreover, a small body of 
grassroots community organizations, such as homeowners’ associations (HAs)6, are emerging as 
an entity representative of homeowners that performs collective control over community 
                                                             
6 Homeowners Associations (HAs) have evolved slowly and cautiously at this stage because Chinese government 
entities at many levels are wary of being overpowered by the grassroots. Thus HA activities have been placed under 
oversight and direction. Therefore, HAs in China differ significantly from homeowners’ associations in the U.S. in 
terms of the process of their establishment, their political autonomy, and financial independence (refer to Section 
2.2.3 in Chapter Two for more discussion).   
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resources (Fu & Lin, 2013). The rise of HAs has offset the power relations between the state and 
the society, creating social space for civic participation (Bray, 2006; Read, 2003, 2008). 
Participation in modern communities in China has apparently departed from compulsory 
participatory behaviors under the hegemony of the socialist state to maintain a patriarchal moral 
order. Rather, a trend has emerged towards self-motivated actions in pursuit of individualistic 
expression and social autonomy. 
These ongoing grassroots transformations as discussed above have given rise to changing 
meanings of neighborhood communal space for Chinese urbanites. Given the omnipresence of 
the party-state in social life in the pre-reform era, communal space has provided little room for 
grassroots autonomy throughout the history of China. However, in modern neighborhoods, F. Xu 
(2013) found that residential space is endowed with personal meanings. To a certain extent, these 
neighborhoods also provide a platform for grassroots performance of civic participation and 
collective activities (Fu & Lin, 2013), which were lacking in traditional socialist neighborhoods. 
Public media has reported increasing collective actions taken by homeowners to claim their 
property rights against other actors in neighborhood governance, for example, against the 
government, property management companies, and real estate developers. These community 
upheavals signify that residential spaces in Chinese contemporary communities have served as a 
stage where formal and informal social gathering, associational life, and grassroots participation 
take place among local residents. In this sense, these spaces have a functional affinity with civic 
space. Because these community spaces are mostly territorially bounded with restricted access to 
8 
 
residents and property management companies and local government agencies tend to oversee 
the use of these spaces (Boland & Zhu, 2007), they may only be regarded as “civic” in a limited 
sense, when compared to the democratic concept of “civic space” as a space with openness to the 
public and a high degree of autonomy from state and commercial interests (Douglass & Daniere, 
2009). However, in Chinese contexts, the state maintains tight control and oversight of public 
spaces and restrict public gathering of people, these privatized communal residential spaces, in 
contrast, embrace a civic potential that might be even less visible in the public sphere. As Tomba 
(2005) has argued, enclosed gated communities provide a space for autonomous mobilization of 
collective resources, leading to greater neighborhood autonomy. My study of community 
participation in China provides an informative perspective to understand how neighborhood 
communal space is re-coded by local residents to create possibilities for grassroots participation.  
Chinese cities exhibit vast regional disparities in terms of economic development and 
political contexts due to non-synchronous progress of market reform across the country (C. C. 
Fan & Sun, 2008; G. Fan, Wang, & Zhu, 2007; Ma, 2005). Guangzhou is selected as a case study 
for this dissertation. It is the third largest city in China with a population over 12 million, just 
after Beijing and Shanghai. Yet its per capita GDP in 2012 reached $16,849 and exceeded that of 
the other two cities. More importantly, this city is a frontrunner in China’s transformation to a 
market economy and has experienced more rapid and more extensive housing commodification 
than other major cities (Forrest & Yip, 2007). For example, home purchases by individual 
investors from Hong Kong made the open housing market in Guangzhou more vibrant than in 
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Beijing and Shanghai as early as 1992 (Gaubatz, 1999). The restructuring of neighborhood 
landscape and community governance in Guangzhou have been greatly accelerated due to 
influences from Hong Kong resulting from the geographical proximity of the two cities (Li & 
Wang, 2003). As such, residents in contemporary communities in Guangzhou are believed to 
enjoy a relatively higher degree of social autonomy7 than in Beijing and Shanghai. The 
community experience in Guangzhou may have far-reaching implications for other cities in the 
country.  
1.3 Problem statement 
Against the research background presented in Sections 1.1 and 1.2, this study aims to explore the 
relationship between the neighborhood built environment and grassroots community 
participation, that is, a local population’s voluntary involvement in community political or social 
affairs in commodity housing estates in China. Specifically, community participation is assessed 
from two dimensions – involvement in informal routine activities (e.g., reporting neighborhood 
problems, discussing community issues with others) and organized collective activities (e.g., 
voting for HA members, attending HA meetings).  
The newly built commodity housing estates bear resemblance to New Urbanist 
neighborhoods in North America and Europe in terms of physical features, for example, clear 
neighborhood boundary, communal space and mixed land use. I examine the environment-
participation relationship by looking at the role of neighborhood communal space, which is an 
                                                             
7 This viewpoint has been repeatedly expressed by local scholars in community governance and community activists 
in Guangzhou.   
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essential part of the built environment linked to social life (Talen, 1999, 2002).  
Previous studies have suggested two pathways through which the physical environment 
affects grassroots participation in community affairs – through neighborhood-based social capital 
developed among neighbors and through place-based affective bonds, such as place attachment. 
As Figure 1 illustrates, the former pathway (the social capital mechanism) stresses community 
social capital, i.e., a community’s shared norms of reciprocity and mutual trust (Putnam, 2000), 
in promoting grassroots participation. In-group social processes are considered as the main 
mechanism while place attachment may only produce indirect effects under this framework.  
In contrast to the social capital mechanism, the latter pathway (the intra-psychic mechanism) 
points to effects of positive affective bonds between people and place, i.e., place attachment 
(Manzo & Perkins, 2006), on public participation. This line of theory maintains that a place 
becomes important because it has meanings and values associated with it. Such sense of place is 
a significant motivation for individuals’ caring about a place (Eisenhauer, Krannich, & Blahna, 
2000). What remains unclear in the intra-psychic framework, however, is the extent to which 
attachment actually occurs in response to the physical landscape rather than merely being a by-
product of attachment to other people. By controlling for effects of social capital, this research 
will discern the psychological motivation for community participation induced by emotional 
investment to a particular place rather than people.  
Building upon the theoretical approaches outlined above, this study disentangles the two 
parallel mechanisms whereby neighborhood communal spaces can contribute to community 
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participation and examines how the two mechanisms work in commodity housing estates in 
China (Figure 1). Both quantitative and qualitative approaches are employed for the study.  
 
Figure 1 Conceptual diagram 
1.4 Research relevance 
This study advances the understanding of the dynamics of community governance and 
participation in contemporary Chinese communities. This is among the early attempts to 
systematically examine grassroots participation in relation to neighborhood contexts in China. 
Only in recent years has grassroots participation in Chinese urban communities started to receive 
scholarly attention (e.g., Bray, 2006; Gui et al., 2009; Read, 2008; Tomba, 2005). However, these 
studies are mostly concerned with theoretical discussions of state-society relations in community 
governance. Who gets involved in community affairs remains understudied, and the relationships 
among social capital, place attachment, and collective participation have rarely been considered 
in the Chinese or any other context.  
The outcomes of this study have implications in relation to local community mobilization. 
Chinese urbanites are often found to show apathy and indifference to community affairs 
(Blanchet, 2001; Q. Xu, 2007). This dissertation reveals who is more active in community 
12 
 
participation and what motivates, or fails to motivate participatory behaviors, which are 
meaningful for community organizing practices. Moreover, state-led “community building” 
projects have been widely implemented by municipal governments as an institutional means to 
restore the Communist ideology of social life. Much effort and resources have been deployed to 
cultivate neighborhood-based social relations. Policy makers however pay little attention to 
actual demands of the local population. Researchers maintain that these initiatives are by and 
large ineffective due to strong governmental intervention and lack of self-governance of the local 
population (Spires, 2011). This study, concerning grassroots community experiences in the local 
public sphere, informs policymakers as well as community associations, regarding ways to build 
sustained and integrated communities that bring together government initiatives and grassroots 
population.  
This research project makes significant intellectual contributions. It bridges parallel 
theoretical frameworks that address the relationship between neighborhood contexts and 
community participation. While the topic of community participation has engaged active debates, 
these discussions have developed independently in different disciplines, including sociology, 
urban planning, and community psychology. For example, community psychologists usually pay 
little attention to the neighborhood social context, while planners, sociologists, and other social 
scientists seldom incorporate environmental psychology concepts such as place attachment in 
their research frameworks. The holistic understanding of the built environment and grassroots 
governance calls for multidisciplinary integration of these frameworks. In addition, this study 
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extends scholarship rooted in western democracies to the context of urban China, where 
strengthening market forces are nested in an authoritarian apparatus (Bray, 2006). This will 
further expand existing knowledge about these theories. The next section outlines the structure of 
this study.  
1.5 Dissertation organization 
The dissertation is composed of eight chapters. The subsequent chapters are organized as follows. 
Chapter Two provides contextual background for the study. Built on academic readings and 
government document archives, it reviews the dynamics of urban communities, transformation in 
terms of neighborhood governance, and social and political discourse of communal space in 
urban China. Guangzhou is introduced in this chapter describing the social context of this study.  
Chapter Three provides the theoretical approach of the study, describing the interdisciplinary 
theoretical framework adopted and summarizing existing literature on community participation 
and its predictors. Special attention is given to the relations of neighborhood-based social capital 
and place attachment to civic participation, and the roles of neighborhood communal space in 
community life.  
Chapter Four describes the research design, including the definitions of key variables, 
working hypotheses, data collection strategies, sample profile, research methods, and data 
analysis techniques.  
The findings of this study are organized around three different themes and presented in 
Chapters Five through Seven, drawing on both quantitative survey data and the qualitative case 
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study of Kin-Lai Garden (KLG). Chapter Five provides an analysis of the physical and social 
contexts, offered by the settings in the housing environments studied, of community participation, 
substantiating the associations between communal space and participatory behaviors. It also 
discusses who gets involved in community affairs as conditioned by residents’ socio-
demographic characteristics.  
Chapter Six illustrates empirical results concerning the working mechanisms of two driving 
forces of community participation: neighborhood-based social capital and neighborhood 
attachment.  
Chapter Seven demonstrates the roles of neighborhood communal space in shaping 
community participation, manifested in the social capital mechanism vis-à-vis the intra-physic 
mechanism summarized in the theoretical framework. 
Chapter Eight concludes the main findings of the study and the author’s reflections on the 
role of communal space in the discourse of community building in contemporary urban China 
and implications for public policy. Limitations of the study are discussed and areas of future 
research are highlighted in this chapter.  
  
15 
 
References 
Amin, A. (2008). Collective culture and urban public space. City, 12(1), 5-24.  
Biddulph, M. (2000). Villages don't make a city. Journal of Urban Design, 5(1), 65-82.  
Bjorklund, E. M. (1986). The danwei: Socio-spatial characteristics of work units in China's urban society. 
Economic Geography, 62(1), 19-29.  
Blakely, E. J., & Snyder, M. G. (1997). Putting up the gates.  National Housing Institute, Shelterforce 
Online 
Blanchet, K. (2001). Participatory development: Between hopes and reality. International Social Science 
Journal, 53(4), 637-641.  
Bohl, C. C. (2000). New urbanism and the city: Potential applications and implications for distressed 
inner-city neighborhoods. Housing Policy Debate, 11(4), 761-801.  
Boland, A., & Zhu, J. (2007). Boundaries and belonging in Guangzhou: Changing the nature of residential 
space in urban China. In A. Daniere & M. Douglass (Eds.), Sociological Studies (in Chinese) (pp. 
134-150). London and New York: Routledge. 
Bray, D. (1997). Space, politics and labour: Towards a spatial genealogy of the Chinese work‐unit. Asian 
Studies Review, 23(3), 35-43.  
Bray, D. (2006). Building 'community': New strategies of governance in urban China. Economy and 
Society, 35(4), 530-549.  
Chavis, D. M., & Wandersman, A. (1990). Sense of community in the urban environment - A catalyst for 
participation and community development. American Journal of Community Psychology, 18(1), 
55-77.  
Curley, A. M. (2010). Neighborhood institutions, facilities, and public space: A missing link for HOPE VI 
residents' development of social capital? Cityscape, 12(1).  
Daniere, A., & Douglass, M. (2009). The Politics of Civic Space in Asia: Building Urban Communities. 
London ; New York: Routledge. 
Douglass, M., & Daniere, A. (2009). Urbanization and civic space in Asia. In A. Daniere & M. Douglass 
(Eds.), The Politics of Civic Space in Asia: Building Urban communities (pp. 1-18). London ; 
New York: Routledge. 
Duany, A., & Plater-Zyberk, E. (2000). Suburban Nation: The Rise of Sprawl and the Decline of the 
American Dream. New York: North Point Press. 
Eisenhauer, B. W., Krannich, R. S., & Blahna, D. J. (2000). Attachments to special places on public lands: 
An analysis of activities, reason for attachments, and community connections. Society & Natural 
Resources, 13(5), 421-441.  
Fan, C. C., & Sun, M. (2008). Regional inequality in China, 1978-2006. Eurasian Geography and 
Economics, 49(1), 1-20.  
Fan, G., Wang, X., & Zhu, H. (2007). NERI index of marketisation for China's provinces: 2006 report (in 
Chinese). Beijing: Economics Science Press. 
Forrest, R., & Yip, N.-M. (2007). Neighbourhood and neighbouring in contemporary Guangzhou. Journal 
of Contemporary China, 16(50), 47-64.  
Fu, Q., & Lin, N. (2013). The weaknesses of civic territorial organizations: Civic engagement and 
16 
 
homeowners associations in urban China. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 
DOI:10.1111/1468-2427.12080.  
Gaubatz, P. (1999). China's urban transformation: Patterns and processes of morphological change in 
Beijing, Shanghai and Guangzhou. Urban Studies, 36(9), 1495-1521.  
Gui, Y., Ma, W. H., & Muhlhahn, K. (2009). Grassroots transformation in contemporary China. Journal of 
Contemporary Asia, 39(3), 400-423.  
Hanlon, J. (2010). Success by design: HOPE VI, new urbanism, and the neoliberal transformation of 
public housing in the United States. Environment and Planning A, 42(1), 80-98. 
Leyden, K. M. (2003). Social capital and the built environment: The importance of walkable 
neighborhoods. American Journal of Public Health, 93(9), 1546-1551.  
Li, S.-M., & Wang, D. (2003). Life course and residential mobility in Guangzhou. Occasional Paper (Vol. 
39): Hong Kong Baptist University, Center for China Urban and Regional Studies. 
Long, D. A., & Perkins, D. D. (2007). Community social and place predictors of sense of community: A 
multilevel and longitudinal analysis. Journal of Community Psychology, 35(5), 563-581.  
Low, S. M. (2000). On the Plaza: The Politics of Public Space and Culture (1st ed.). Austin: University of 
Texas Press. 
Low, S. M., & Smith, N. (2006). The Politics of Public Space. New York: Routledge. 
Ma, L. J. C. (2002). Urban transformation in China, 1949-2000: A review and research agenda. 
Environment and Planning A, 34(9), 1545-1596.  
Ma, L. J. C. (2005). Urban administrative restructuring, changing scale relations and local economic 
development in China. Political Geography, 24(4), 477-497.  
Manzo, L. C., & Perkins, D. D. (2006). Finding common ground: The importance of place attachment to 
community participation and planning. Journal of Planning Literature, 20(4), 335-350.  
Mitchell, D. (1995). The end of public space - Peoples park, definitions of the public, and democracy. 
Annals of the Association of American Geographers, 85(1), 108-133.  
Morenoff, J. D., Sampson, R. J., & Raudenbush, S. W. (2001). Neighborhood inequality, collective 
efficacy, and the spatial dynamics of urban violence. Criminology, 39(3), 517-559.  
Parisi, D., Grice, S. M., Taquino, M., & Grill, D. A. (2002). Building capacity for community efficacy for 
economic development in Mississippi. Journal of the Community Development Society, 33(2), 19-
29.  
Perkins, D. D., Brown, B. B., & Taylor, R. B. (1996). The ecology of empowerment: Predicting 
participation in community organizations. Journal of Social Issues, 52(1), 85-110.  
Putnam, R. D. (2000). Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American Community. New York: 
Simon & Schuster. 
Read, B. L. (2003). Democratizing the neighbourhood? New private housing and home-owner self-
organization in urban China. The China Journal(49), 31-59.  
Read, B. L. (2008). Assessing variation in civil society organizations - China's homeowner associations in 
comparative perspective. Comparative Political Studies, 41(9), 1240-1265.  
Richardson, H. W., & Bae, C.-H. C. (2004). Urban Sprawl in Western Europe and the United States. 
Aldershot, Hants, England ; Burlington, VT: Ashgate. 
Ruiu, M. L. (2014). Differences between cohousing and gated communities. A literature review. 
17 
 
Sociological Inquiry, xx(x).  
Sampson, R. J., Raudenbush, S. W., & Earls, F. (1997). Neighborhoods and violent crime: A multilevel 
study of collective efficacy. Science, 277(5328), 918-924.  
Sanchez, T. W., and, R. E. L., & Dhavale, D. M. (2005). Security versus status?: A first look at the census' 
gated community data. Journal of Planning Education and Research, 24, 281-291.  
Spires, A. J. (2011). Contingent symbiosis and civil society in an authoritarian state: Understanding the 
survival of China's grassroots NGOS. American Journal of Sociology, 117(1), 1-45.  
Stedman, R. C. (2002). Toward a social psychology of place - Predicting behavior from place-based 
cognitions, attitude, and identity. Environment and Behavior, 34(5), 561-581.  
Talen, E. (1999). Sense of community and neighbourhood form: An assessment of the social doctrine of 
new urbanism. Urban Studies, 36(8), 1361-1379.  
Talen, E. (2002). The social goals of new urbanism. Housing Policy Debate, 13(1), 165-188.  
Tang, W., & Parish, W. L. (2000). Chinese Urban Life under Reform: The Changing Social Contract. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Tomba, L. (2005). Residential space and collective interest formation in Beijing's housing disputes. The 
China Quarterly(184), 934-951.  
Torres-Antonini, M. (2001). Our Common House: Using the Built Environment to Develop Supportive 
Communities. University of Florida, unpublished Ph.D. thesis.    
Wellman, B. (2001). The persistence and transformation of community: From neighbourhood groups to 
social networks. Report to the Law Commission of Canada. Retrieved June. Canada: Law 
Commission of Canada. 
Williams, J. (2005). Designing neighbourhoods for social interaction: The case of cohousing. Journal of 
Urban Design, 10(2).  
Xu, F. (2013). Space Sharing, Territoriality, and Situational Environments in Shanghai's High-Rise Gated 
Developments. (Ph.D.), University of Illinois at Urbana Champaign, Champaign, IL.    
Xu, Q. (2007). Community participation in urban China: Identifying mobilization factors. Nonprofit and 
Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 36(4), 622-642.  
 
 
 
  
  
18 
 
Chapter Two. Research Contexts 
2.1 Dynamics of urban communities in reform-era China 
2.1.1 Defining community, neighborhood, and shequ in China 
Community and neighborhood are conceptually distinct from each other (Gusfield, 1975; 
McMillan & Chavis, 1986). The concept of community contains both a geographical notion (e.g., 
neighborhood, town, city), and a relational notion – community developed around human 
relationships without reference to location, e.g., professional communities (Gusfield, 1975). A 
neighborhood is a geographically bounded unit of community at the local level where 
neighboring and activities involving neighbors may occur (Keller, 1968). In other words, 
neighborhood is subsumed under the concept of community, yet it is concerned less with social 
relations than locality. This study employs the preceding definition of community along with 
geographical reference to a neighborhood.  
The use of community/neighborhood should be distinguished from Chinese counterpart of 
community – shequ ([She Chyu], literally meaning social district). The sociological use of this 
term conveys the meaning of community used in the U.S. context, including neighborhood 
community (X. Li & He, 1998), whereas its official use, the connotation of which is used in this 
study, refers to a political and administrative unit deliberately created by the Communist Party to 
exert grassroots social control. Shequ entered into official use when the state-led community 
building movement proceeded in the late 1990s (elaborated in subsequent sections). The Ministry 
of Civil Affairs (2000) officially designated urban shequ as the basic unit for its community 
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building project. The territorial power of the Residents’ Committee (RC, juwei [Jyu Wei]) and its 
upper-level Street Office8 (jiaodao) – the lowest two tiers of city government agencies – were 
consolidated to administer shequ affairs. 
Unlike urban communities in the United States, the boundary of which is often defined by 
complex networks of social interaction or shared identity, Chinese urban communities are 
bounded by legible physical structures, such as walls and gates. The geography of shequ, 
conforming to the political jurisdiction of RCs, is officially defined by local municipal 
governments to comprise a population of less than 1,000 to over 10,000 households (Boland & 
Zhu, 2009; Heberer, 2009). Depending on population size, one or more organic neighborhoods 
are administratively merged into one shequ.  
Urban neighborhoods in China have experienced significant historical changes which are 
reviewed below. This study focuses on commodity housing estates, which are also referred to as 
xiaoqu ([Syau Chyu], literally meaning small district).  These housing estates are built by private 
developers in the reform era and proliferate in urban areas. They are the primary form of 
contemporary Chinese neighborhood.  
2.1.2 Enclosed neighborhoods under reform in urban China  
The great transformation of China from a central-planned socialist to market-oriented economy 
has given rise to dramatic spatial and social restructuring of urban neighborhoods (S.-M. Li, Hou, 
Chen, & Zhou, 2010; Laurence J. C. Ma & Wu, 2005). A plethora of neighborhoods, as Table 1 
                                                             
8 Here the Street does not refer to the physical street form in geographic terms, but a government administration 
agency comprising a number of Residents’ Committees.  
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shows, with distinct physical attributes and social patterns co-exist in different segments of urban 
space (S.-M. Li et al., 2010) and represent temporal traces of China’s urban transition. These 
neighborhoods share in common the tradition of “gating” or enclosure in one way or another 
(Huang, 2006; Knapp, 2000). These gating/walling practices respond to the Chinese cultural 
norm of “collectivism” that is fundamentally different from that found in individualistic cultures, 
such as the U.S. (Huang, 2006; Wu, 2005). Yet the social functions and cultural meanings 
attached to neighborhood enclosure have been contingent upon dynamic social and political 
forces (Qian, 2014). This section provides a historical context of neighborhood transformation in 
urban China by introducing the development of four major types of neighborhood in 
chronological order: traditional neighborhood, work-unit or danwei compound, commodity 
housing estate, and urban village. Special attention is given to commodity housing estates, the 
focus of this study.  
Traditional neighborhood, pre-1953 
In Chinese ancient times, residential areas were divided into small wards delineated by avenues 
and alleyways and surrounded by walls and guarded gates9 (Knapp, 2000; Y. Zhang, 2002). Each 
ward was a residential cluster of people in the same trade (e.g., toufu or textile workshop) or 
from the same clan (kinship ties) (Eberhard, 1956; Knapp, 2000), creating a space with social 
homogeneity but wealth heterogeneity (Knapp, 2000). The space within a ward was further 
                                                             
9 Walls and gates in ancient China existed not only within the city, but also were erected to circumscribe the city 
boundaries separating urban and rural areas. The walled wards were known as li or fang in Chinese. They were the 
basic level of administrative units in Chinese ancient cities until the Sung dynasty. The size of a ward varied in 
history (Eberhard, 1956; Y. Zhang, 2002).  
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divided by either courtyard houses or alley houses. The courtyard house was a traditional walled 
housing complex with the common space – courtyard – located in the center (Marinelli, 2004). 
Alley houses were multi-story dwellings built in rows on public streets, which were further 
surrounded by walls and gates to mark off the boundaries of wards (Huang, 2006). The spatial 
arrangement of wards had persisted throughout Chinese feudal history and served to suport the 
patriarchal order rooted in the Confucian tradition and to foster group identities based on 
occupation or family/clan ties among members (Marinelli, 2004).  
The decades of social turmoil (1911-1949) fundamentally restructured the socio-spatial 
mosaic of urban space as compared with the ancient past. The ward system was abandoned and 
walls surrounding wards were deconstructed. Yet, the tradition of neighborhood enclosure 
persisted. During the early stage of the socialist era (1949-1953), neighborhoods in the city were 
organized in traditional forms of walled courtyard compound (siheyuan, [Sz He Ywan]) (e.g., in 
Beijing), or lane/alleyway houses (linong, [Li Nung]) with symbolic gates at the neighborhood 
entrance (e.g., in Shanghai and Guangzhou10) (Huang, 2006; Wu, 2011). 
Some of these old neighborhoods still exist, mostly in inner city areas. They are known as 
traditional neighborhoods or referred to as juwei neighborhoods because they are organized by 
the grassroots-level government agencies, Residents’ Committees, rather than work units or 
professional property companies. The remaining traditional neighborhoods were mostly built 
before the early 1950s when the Communist Party began to confiscate private housing under 
                                                             
10 Guangzhou was an early trade city and had been exposed to foreign influences throughout its history. Therefore, 
the architectural form of dwellings in Guangzhou featured a combination of Chinese traditional and foreign elements 
and exhibited more variations than those in most northern cities (Pan, 1996). 
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public management (Y.P. Wang, 1992). Therefore these dwellings were old and without modern 
facilities, although some of them have been rehabilitated in recent years (Forrest & Yip, 2007). 
In Guangzhou, it is not unusual to see juwei neighborhoods surrounded by gates/walls, but with 
open access (see Figure 2). These neighborhoods are well integrated into the urban morphology. 
Communal spaces in these neighborhoods are public streets/sidewalks and spaces between 
buildings, where spontaneous social encounters between insiders and outsiders occur every day.  
Not surprisingly, the in-group ties of extended families/clans in the traditional neighborhoods 
have been obliterated today. These neighborhoods have been penetrated by a diversity of social 
groups, especially those with limited ability to achieve social and residential mobility, e.g., aged 
population, migrants, and less-affluent groups (S.-M. Li et al., 2010). Because of a longer length 
of residence in general, scholars have found residents in these neighborhoods tend to have more 
frequent neighborly contacts and stronger social interactions as compared with those in newly 
built communities (S.-M. Li, Zhu, & Li, 2012; Wu, 2011; Zhu, Breitung, & Li, 2012).  
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Figure 2 Entrance of a juwei neighborhood with public access, Guangzhou  
(The name, Dung Lung Li, implies that it is composed of alley houses in rows. Source: author) 
Socialist work-unit compound, 1953-1988  
Urban housing in China was predominately self-built and privately-owned property before 1953 
(Y.P. Wang, 1992). Between 1953 and 1978, Chinese society witnessed heightened progress on 
the establishment of a socialist community system. National housing policies were gradually 
implemented to transform the private urban market to a socialist system of housing provision 
(Y.P. Wang, 1992). In particular, state work units (danwei), i.e., state-owned enterprises and state-
sponsored institutes/agencies (Bjorklund, 1986), became the major provider of rental housing to 
employees during the socialist era and even during the early stage of housing reform before 1998 
(Wu, 1996). Massive developments of public housing were completed in the form of self-
sufficient danwei compounds integrating work, leisure, residence, and social life. Some danwei 
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compounds were developed by one single work unit, while others, e.g., workers’ village, were 
built by several work units usually in the same industry. People with no danwei affiliations or 
those whose workplaces did not provide accommodation were then dispersed into juwei 
neighborhoods (Bjorklund, 1986; Wu, 1996) organized by Street Offices and RCs.  
Urban residential areas were characterized by relatively under-differentiated cellular work-
unit compounds (Wu, 2011). These residential complexes were described as monotonous “match 
boxes” heavily influenced by Soviet-style design with little aesthetic consideration (Miao, 2003; 
Pow, 2009) because the main purpose of the compound was to facilitate production and 
reproduction rather than to serve individual needs. Almost as a rule, these settlements were 
enclosed territories with walls and gates as well as guarded access (Bjorklund, 1986). Entries to 
the compound were monitored by security personnel at entrances. Varying in size and spatial 
patterns within, most danwei compounds had a compact area where the workplace, residential 
buildings, and communal spaces and amenities (e.g., squares, schools, clinics, canteens) were 
juxtaposed or intermingled (Bjorklund, 1986).  
The work-residence integration created a community life characterized by homogeneity, 
intimacy, and collectivity. A shared identity of the “collectivity” based on the workplace was 
formed among residents who were also co-workers. The workplace-based networks extended to 
community life, engendering intensive social encounters, strong social cohesion, and minimized 
social inequality (Bjorklund, 1986; Laurence J.C.  Ma, 2002). In fact, virtually all spheres of 
community life, including work, domestic life, and social activities, were organized around 
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danwei. Residents relied on the work unit11 not only for employment, but also for all necessities 
and resources, including housing, education, and health care. Further, work units were 
responsible for social functions such as management of marriages and divorces, control of birth 
rate, and organization of group activities (Bjorklund, 1986; Bray, 2005). In a way, the socialist 
danwei system served as an extended family to provide livelihood and care for the group 
members (Bray, 2005; Huang, 2006).   
After thirty years of market reform, these danwei compounds have experienced significant 
changes in terms of both physical and social surroundings, as have the traditional neighborhoods. 
Former public housing was privatized and sold to individuals. Work units withdrew from 
involvement in community life. Much of the burden of basic services has been shifted to RCs. 
While danwei compounds built by more developed work units still remain, many of the less 
well-maintained were razed and redeveloped into profitable projects. The extant danwei 
compounds are still “gated” but gating is symbolic and provides little or no access control (see 
Figure 3). As residential mobility and heterogeneity increase, the remaining danwei compounds 
are penetrated by those with lower socioeconomic status while wealthier residents move out to 
modern housing complexes to pursue a new lifestyle. However, present residents in these 
compounds still have a relatively high degree of residential homogeneity as compared with those 
in commodity housing estates. Residents tend to be older state-sector employees who have a 
relatively long history of residence (S.-M. Li et al., 2010; Zhu, Fu, & Ren, 2014). They also tend 
                                                             
11 Most Chinese urban residents, except the dependent population (i.e., the elderly and youth population), prisoners, 
and private businessmen, were affiliated with formal work units (Wu, 1996). 
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to have stronger neighborly interactions than residents in commodity housing estates (Hazelzet & 
Wissink, 2012; Zhu et al., 2012). Recently, collective actions by co-workers targeted at particular 
work units have been observed to contest their rights (e.g., under-paid salaries, substandard 
social services); yet the dependence of the employees on work units for welfare often precludes 
radicalization of these actions (Hsing, 2010).  
 
Figure 3 Entrance of a danwei (watch factory) compound, Guangzhou  
(Source: author) 
Contemporary commodity housing estate, after 1988 
The socialist community system dissolved with the devolution of the danwei system, deepened 
housing reform, and increased residential mobility. Market reforms after 1978, especially in the 
housing sector, gradually eroded the work-unit-based neighborhoods. Public danwei housing was 
privatized and sold to sitting tenants at highly discounted rates and private investment in real 
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estate was encouraged in the urban housing sector (Y. P. Wang, 2000). In 1998, the welfare 
allocation of housing was officially put to an end (State Council, 1998). The state fully 
legitimized privatization of public housing on a nationwide scale and legalized the resale of 
former public housing purchased by the sitting tenants(Y. P. Wang, 2000). The role of 
commercial banks expanded into underwriting individual loans (Y. P. Wang, 2001). Urban 
homeownership has since largely expanded (S.-M. Li & Yi, 2007). By 2005, over 50 percent of 
urban households in China lived in commodity housing, while those living in privatized work-
unit housing accounted for less than 40 percent (State Council & National Bureau of Statistics of 
China, 2007). In the city of Guangzhou, over 60 percent of the urban households reside in 
commodity housing, while those in work-unit housing account for only 25 percent (State Council 
& National Bureau of Statistics of China, 2007). Housing reform and associated reforms in the 
urban land system and the tax-sharing system since the 1980s (Lin & Ho, 2005) have vigorously 
stimulated real estate investment and encouraged enthusiastic property-led urban redevelopment 
by the local government in the reform era (He & Wu, 2007).  
Dismantling collective consumption that was common in the socialist era has spawned a 
proliferation of commodity housing estates (xiaoqu) built by private developers, especially in the 
suburbs and on redevelopment sites in the inner city (Laurence J. C. Ma & Wu, 2005; Miao, 
2003). These modern neighborhoods share some design features of both gated communities and 
New Urbanist neighborhoods in the U.S. (Giroir, 2003), but also show dissimilarities with the 
latter two. Like gated communities in the U.S. (Grant, 2007), most xiaoqu are semiprivate gated 
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properties with guarded access and enclosed roads (Miao, 2003; Wu, 2005) (see for example 
Figure 4). The degree of “gatedness”, however, varies from one place to another. According to 
this study’s survey in Guangzhou, all of the 39 neighborhoods surveyed are guarded by security 
personal and nearly 70 percent of them practice strict or partial access control. Some 
communities have security control facilitated by hi-tech surveillance equipments such as CCTV 
while others do not. Notably, the critique of spatial isolation and social exclusion leveled against 
gated communities in the U.S. context (Blakely & Snyder, 1997) are much less salient in the 
Chinese context (Huang, 2006), due to the long tradition of neighborhood enclosure in China’s 
history (Qian, 2014) and the peculiar cultural meanings embedded in gates/walls (Huang, 2006; 
Wu, 2005). To date, most urban residents in China reside in some form of enclosed 
neighborhoods. Therefore, it is the space inside – how it is used and (re)configured – rather than 
the wall/gate itself that provides a key to understanding social life in China (Bray, 2008).   
More often than not, commodity housing estates incorporate features of New Urbanist 
neighborhoods that are purported to increase neighborly social interaction, such as mixed land 
use, sidewalks, open space, and communal amenities. Depending on location, size of the estate 
and other relevant factors, neighborhood amenities range from a patch of green space to a variety 
of venues for recreational and social activities such as playgrounds, swimming pools, and sports 
courts. Some large estates also contain primary schools, clinics, and commercial facilities (e.g., 
stores and malls) (Miao, 2003).  
The scale of a xiaoqu covers a population ranging from several hundred to thousands of 
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households. In general, they tend to be larger in population size and land area and have higher 
building density than American gated communities (Miao, 2003). The neighborhoods covered by 
this study have a wide range of sizes, from 100 to 6,000 households. In contrast, according to 
Grant (2007), most American gated communities have less than 500 units. A xiaoqu with a large 
number of households (more than 1,000) is usually partitioned into separate residential clusters, 
which form “sub-districts” of the neighborhood. China has a much higher urban population 
density than the U.S.,12 hence, commodity housing estates feature high-rise (ten or more stories) 
and mid-rise (6-10 stories) buildings (Miao, 2003), as compared with low-rise single-family 
houses in a typical suburban neighborhood in the United States.  
Compared with former danwei compounds, the neighborhood design of a modern commodity 
housing estate is more concerned with careful landscaping and architectural design of the built 
environment and satisfying personal needs and preferences (Pow, 2009). A variety of 
contemporary architectural styles and well-equipped communal spaces provide selling points for 
developers to attract customers.  
Because residents buy into these neighborhoods, commodity housing estates are 
characterized by socio-occupational mixes and modes of neighborhood governance distinct from 
the danwei compound. Most residents in these neighborhoods belong to the middle-class 
population who tends to be younger, better educated, and have higher income than those in 
danwei compounds. When seeking housing options, these residents intend to escape from the 
                                                             
12 The World Urban Population Density by Country and Area released by Demographia in 2006 
(http://www.demographia.com/db-intlua-area2000.htm) reports that the average urban population density in China 
(10,550/km2) is more than nine times that for the U.S. (1,150/km2). 
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public realm of the workplace and look for privacy and distance from the outside world (Pow, 
2009). Yet compared with typical American gated communities (Grant, 2007), residents of 
commodity housing estates are immersed in heterogeneity and diversity in terms of income level 
and occupational status because many commodity estates contain a range of housing choices 
(e.g., apartment versus townhouse, high-rise versus low-rise), and a hybrid of both renters and 
owners.  
Social relations in these new neighborhoods are characterized by anonymity among strangers, 
and social networks that are dispersed beyond neighborhood boundaries (Hazelzet & Wissink, 
2012; S.-M. Li et al., 2012). As such, modern commodity enclaves diminish in importance as a 
loci for dense social networks; yet studies suggest that they are becoming a ground where 
personal meanings are articulated (Pow, 2009; Fang Xu, 2013; Zhu et al., 2012) and a new 
concept of “collectivity” is formed based on shared common properties (Huang, 2006; Tomba, 
2005).  
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Figure 4 Entrance of a xiaoqu with guarded access, Guangzhou  
(Source: author) 
Urban village 
The large scale of rural-to-urban migration and urbanization in Chinese cities since the 1990s 
have produced a unique form of migrant enclave – the urban village (UV) (Liu, He, Wu, & 
Webster, 2010). The UV in China does not refer to village-like communities in the UK – city 
neighborhoods incorporating new urbanism design principles, neither is it comparable with 
ethnic enclaves in the US (Biddulph, 2000; Gans, 1962; Wu, 2011). It is a novel type of low-
income neighborhood in urban China which provides informal housing for millions of migrants 
who cannot afford formal housing in the city. They are mostly located in city centers or urban 
fringes. Theses villages have legible physical boundaries delineated by surrounding buildings or 
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walls (see Figure 5). Archways or gates are erected to symbolically demarcate the entrances but 
offer no access restriction.  
UVs were originally rural settlements where indigenous peasants subsisted through 
agricultural activities organized by the collective village community. Unlike urban land, the rural 
land was owned by the village collectivity instead of the state. As the heightened urban 
expansion encroached upon the village, the municipal government appropriated the farmland for 
urban development while reserving a land parcel for residence and village economic 
development to avoid costly relocation and compensation. As a result, the rural settlements 
previously located at the urban fringe became villages surrounded by urban structures and 
become known as urban villages13. 
Because native peasants retain collective property rights to the remaining land for residence, 
they develop self-built housing projects on their own land, far exceeding their own needs. Excess 
units are rented to migrants at a price much lower than in formal housing market. In so doing, 
many landlords accumulate additional financial assets, allowing them to afford commodity 
housing outside the UV. These villages hence become primarily migrant-inhabited enclaves; 
rural migrants working in service or labor-intensive industry particularly tend to inhabit these 
neighborhoods. Recent studies revealed that some grassroots artists and college students are 
becoming visible in these villages as well (see Qian, 2014). While indigenous villagers share a 
strong in-group identity toward the clan-based community, migrants, as a highly mobile group 
                                                             
13 Similar phenomena of urban development also exist in other rapidly urbanizing countries such as India 
(Stallmeyer, 2010) 
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with no intent to settle down in the city, tend not to develop a strong sense of belonging to the 
enclave community (Wu, 2012).  
Informal housing built in UVs is free from municipal planning control. The neighborhood 
design and construction is thus not subject to any construction procedures that apply to urban 
areas (Song, Zenou, & Ding, 2008). Indigenous villagers’ strong incentives for profit 
maximization motivate them to build small units in buildings of increasing height, thereby 
accelerating housing density, without consideration of infrastructure services and safety control 
standards. As a result, many “handshaking” or “kissing” buildings are constructed – the 
alleyways in between are so narrow that two persons in separate buildings could make physical 
contacts. Despite the sub-standard neighborhood condition, vibrant social life can be easily 
observed in communal spaces, especially in villages in or near the city center. Hectic daily 
encounters between insiders and outsiders, locals and non-locals are found in the alleyway, the 
wet market14, and in village open spaces.    
To date, many municipal governments, such as Guangzhou and Shenzhen, have tried to 
administratively transform UVs from rural communities to urban neighborhoods. In these cities, 
the government converted the household registration (hukou)15 status of indigenous villagers 
                                                             
14 Wet market refers to fresh meat and produce markets, as opposed to dry markets which sell durable goods like 
cloth and electronics. 
15 The household registration (hukou) is an internal “citizenship” system which was introduced in the socialist period 
to control domestic migration between rural and urban areas as well as migration from one city to another. Based on 
the hukou status, the Chinese population can be divided into four categories: urban locals with non-agricultural local 
hukou, rural locals with agricultural local hukou, urban migrants with non-agricultural non-local hukou, and rural 
migrants with agricultural non-local hukou. This system is still in effect today and is tied to a series of social policies, 
including housing, education, and social security.  
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from agricultural to non-agricultural so that they are now integrated into the urban welfare 
system. Village committees were dismantled and street offices and residents’ committees were 
established to incorporate the villages under the umbrella of city administration. These strategies, 
however, have not altered the disorderly and unregulated land use patterns (Liu et al., 2010; Y. P. 
Wang, Wang, & Wu, 2009) that are regarded by public authorities as an “urban pathology” 
standing against the image of a world-class city. Massive urban redevelopment or renewal 
projects (He & Wu, 2007; L. Zhang, 2005) are implemented to replace these undesirable spaces 
with projects in favor of the new elite class, such as luxurious residential complexes and office 
buildings. For indigenous villagers, their collective land ownership gives them some leeway to 
claim in-kind or in-cash compensation. In contrast, the majority of migrants in UVs, who lack 
the legal standing to contest their right to stay, are expelled from the villages (Zhu, 2014).  
 
Figure 5 Outside the wall of an urban village, Shanghai  
(Source: author) 
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Summary 
The review above highlights a historical continuity of neighborhood enclosure in urban China, 
yet community life in these enclosed enclaves has been highly contingent upon social and 
political contexts. Heightened residential mobility resulting from market reform and urbanization 
has substantially changed the social composition and community experiences in the two 
conventional neighborhood types – juwei and danwei neighborhoods, and also has produced new 
forms of neighborhood accommodating different social groups – commodity housing estates at 
the one end and urban villages at the other. Newly built commodity developments with higher-
quality housing and amenities have become the primary residence for the emerging middle class 
and better-off groups in China. The once strong social fabric in older neighborhoods has been 
fundamentally shaken as a result of social and economic transformation. Urban neighborhoods in 
China have begun to see familiar traits of urbanism: diversity, heterogeneity, and anonymity 
(Szelényi, 1996; Wu, 2011). 
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Table 1 Typology of contemporary Chinese urban neighborhoods 
Neighborhood Period of 
construction 
  Physical features  Social composition Social atmosphere 
  gates/walls controlled 
access 
spatial arrangement communal space   
Juwei neighborhoods before 1953 yes no courtyard housing; lane or 
alley houses (Y. Huang, 2006) 
public streets, spaces between 
buildings, limited public 
facilities within the 
neighborhood (Miao, 2003) 
population with low 
socioeconomic status and 
limited residential 
mobility, e.g., the elderly, 
migrants, and low-
income population (Li et 
al., 2010)  
relatively strong 
neighborly interaction 
compared with xiaoqu 
(Forrest and Yip, 2007) 
        
Danwei compounds mid-1950s to 
late-1980s  
yes rarely used to be self-contained 
communities, design based on 
functional considerations; 
lacks aesthetic consideration; 
influenced by the Soviet 
neighborhood design 
(Bjorklund, 1986; Pow, 2009) 
streets/sidewalks, playground, 
sport court, and other 
communal amenities affiliated 
with the compound (Bjorklund, 
1986) 
mixed income;  residents 
tend to be older state-
sector employees who 
have a relatively long 
history of residence (Li 
et al., 2010) 
stronger neighborly 
interaction than xiaoqu 
(Forrest and Yip, 2007) 
        
Commodity housing 
estates (xiaoqu) 
late-1980s to 
present 
yes mostly built-in open spaces and 
communal amenities; stylized 
neighborhood design; makes 
style references to gated 
communities and new 
urbanism neighborhoods in 
the U.S. (Miao, 2003) 
streets/sidewalks, green space, 
playground, swimming pool, 
club house, sports court, 
parking lot, grocery store, and 
other communal amenities 
packaged with the estate 
(Miao, 2003) 
middle-class population 
with younger age, better 
education and higher 
income than other 
neighborhood categories 
(Forrest and Yip, 2007) 
anonymity, weaker 
social interaction than 
danwei compounds 
(Forrest and Yip, 2007) 
        
Urban villages mid-1990s yes no lack of formal planning 
control; cramped; high 
density; poor neighborhood 
infrastructures and facilities 
(Liu et al., 2010) 
open streets/alleyways, wet 
market, kindergarten, clinic, 
grocery store, ancestral hall, 
and other common spaces 
within the village (author’s 
observation) 
city immigrants, mostly 
rural-to-urban migrants; 
some indigenous 
villagers who are 
resident landlords; mixed 
occupations (Liu et al., 
2010) 
high mobility; strong 
identity for indigenous 
villagers, but  
weak sense of belonging 
for migrants (Wu, 2012) 
Note: the table reflects current conditions of the neighborhoods. 
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2.1.3 Urban communities in Guangzhou, China 
Figure 6 shows the geography of the study site, Guangzhou. Located in the southeast of mainland 
China, Guangzhou is the third largest city in China and the capital of Guangdong province. The 
2010 census shows that it has a resident population of 12.7 million and 37 percent are migrants.  
 
Figure 6 Research location  
(Source: author) 
Guangzhou has been at the forefront of market reform due to its geographic proximity to 
Hong Kong. Many policy experiments such as housing policies and community building 
initiatives have been implemented first in coastal cities like Guangzhou and Shenzhen. 
Guangzhou was the location of the first few commodity housing estates and the first 
homeowners’ associations. Moreover, because of the relatively weak role of government in 
community governance compared with cities like Beijing and Shanghai, Guangzhou has seen 
more active participation in community affairs, pioneering spontaneous community making at 
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the grassroots level in China16.  
Like urban areas in many other cities, the socio-spatial mosaic of Guangzhou city is tied to 
sequential phases of housing and neighborhood transformation. Li et al. (2010) has shown the 
spatial pattern of housing distribution in 2000 in the main urban area of Guangzhou. The inner 
old city core is mainly constituted by traditional neighborhoods developed before the early 1950s. 
Surrounding this area are clusters of reform housing (danwei compounds) which were built in the 
socialist era; later during the reform era these were privatized and sold to individuals. Many 
small-size, middle-to-upper-class xiaoqu can also be found here due to the concentration of high-
quality public facilities (e.g., schools and hospitals). Large-scale self-contained commodity 
housing estates affordable for the middle class, as well as luxurious villa compounds for those 
with the highest incomes are located in Guangzhou’s outskirts. Urban villages are located further 
out at the urban fringe. In the decade since Li et al (2010) collected the data, rapid urbanization 
has led to more widely spread commodity housing estates. Likewise, many old neighborhoods in 
the inner city have been shrinking due to massive urban gentrification and redevelopment 
projects (He & Wu, 2007).  
2.2 Neighborhood governance in community housing estates: The state, market, and society 
Socio-spatial transformation in China parallels changes in grassroots governance in urban 
neighborhoods (Read, 2003; Tomba, 2005; F. Xu, 2008). Recent changes in relationships among 
the state, market, and society have generated new modes of governance in contemporary Chinese 
                                                             
16 While I found no literature on comparative studies of local governance in China, statements similar to this one 
have been repeated by local community activists and Chinese scholars of community studies during my fieldwork.  
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neighborhoods. This section introduces three major actors of community governance of 
contemporary xiaoqu, summarized in Figure 7, residents’ committee (RC) representing the state, 
property management company (PMC) representing the market, and homeowners’ association 
(HA) representing homeowners (Fu & Lin, 2013b). 
2.2.1 Residents’ committee and state-led community building  
The state has been persistently important in shaping community life in China (Bjorklund, 1986; 
Bray, 2006; Heberer, 2009; Q. Xu, 2002). In the socialist era, community affairs were managed 
by the state system through work-unit affiliation. To date, due to the disintegration of the work-
unit system, the state at the community level is represented by grassroots government agencies, 
i.e., Street Offices (jiedao) and Residents’ Committees (juwei, RCs). In 1954, two national laws, 
the Urban Street Code and the Urban Residents’ Committee Organization Code, specified the 
role of Street Office as the lowest level of municipal government and that of RC as a 
“grassroots”17 organization but still under the Party leadership and direct supervision of Street 
Offices (F. Xu, 2008; Zhan, 2010). The original purpose of RCs was to facilitate local social 
control of those who had no work-unit affiliations (Zhou & Ning, 2001). As market-oriented 
reforms proceeded in the late 1980s and early 1990s, social responsibilities such as welfare 
provision, community services, and social control, which used to be subsumed by danwei were 
gradually shifted to society more broadly. This gave rise to wide public use of the concept of 
shequ, albeit without clear definition of its border and function (Q. Xu, 2002). The term entered 
                                                             
17 This organization is officially designated with the role as the representative of the “grassroots” although it is still 
under the leadership of the Communist Party. 
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into official use between the late 1990s and early 2000s when the nationwide Community 
Building Project was launched by the central government under the banner of building 
“harmonious community and society”. The government’s objective of community building is 
two-fold. First, it aims to create territory-based social institutions to take over key welfare 
services and social functions to maintain social stability. This was intended to allay fears of 
uncontrolled social tensions as the work-unit system broke down. Second, the project has 
attempted to restore the long tradition of collective value and community coherence in response 
to the cultural, social, and political fragmentation of city life resulting from the influence of  
globalization and privatization (F. Xu, 2008).  
Under the paradigm of Community Building, urban shequ are deliberately built by the state, 
both institutionally and territorially. In 1989, the revised Urban Residents’ Committee 
Organization Law declared RC as a “grassroots” organization “representing” ordinary people 
through “self-management, self-education, and self-service”. In 2000, Opinions on Promoting 
Nationwide Urban Community Building issued by the Ministry of Civil Affairs further reinforced 
the fundamental role of RCs in managing shequ affairs (MCA, 2000).  
In line with the institutional establishment of RCs, shequ as the territorial responsibility of 
RC is officially defined by the municipality or city district government based on principles 
outlined in law, incorporating urban neighborhoods into the political jurisdiction of RCs. 
Administrative boundaries of a shequ are mostly defined along the physical boundaries of 
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generic neighborhoods18 (F. Xu, 2008). But the geography of a shequ does not always equate 
with one neighborhood, such as a danwei compound or a gated community. Depending on 
population size, a number of adjacent neighborhoods may constitute one shequ, ranging from 
fewer than 1,000 households to 10,000 households contingent upon local policies (Boland & Zhu, 
2009).  
The RC has become a leading administrative body for the state-led Community Building 
project. First, it assumes a substantial list of responsibilities regarding welfare and social services, 
such as implementation of family planning, administering pension payment, examining 
eligibility of low-income families to receive financial support, mediating small disputes among 
residents, and providing social support for certain disadvantaged groups (Heberer, 2009; Q. Xu, 
2002; Zhan, 2010). Importantly, RCs facilitate organization of a number of sheuqu campaigns 
concerning culture, sanitation, and public security with the aim to strengthen the sense of 
community and collective identity of residents. Yet, critics argue that the top-down 
administrative approach of “community building” is ineffective in cultivating strong 
neighborhood-based social ties and community sentiment (Forrest & Yip, 2007). Second, RCs 
exert tremendous influences on grassroots participation by defusing any collective demands of 
residents “using persuasion and social pressure before these are taken out of the neighborhood 
and into the streets or onto the doorsteps of government agencies” (Read, 2003: 38). Rather than 
a body which engages “self-administration, self-education, and self-service” as officially defined, 
                                                             
18 Contemporary neighborhoods in China are often demarcated by legible physical boundaries. 
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scholars (Read, 2003; F. Xu, 2008) believe that RCs serve as an arm of the government by fusing 
state control with local social networks.  
The Community Building project in China involves a wide repertoire of governmental 
interventions, which largely limit the degree of “self-governance” of a local population (Spires, 
2011; F. Xu, 2008). It is therefore significantly different from community development/building 
practices in the United States which purport to build sustainable community capacity and 
emphasize processes of citizen empowerment and consensus building (Gittell & Vidal, 1998; 
Lasker & Weiss, 2003; Lepofsky & Fraser, 2003). Social relations embedded in the Western 
concept of community are quite alien to the Chinese discourse of shequ.  
In must be emphasized that, many “community building” efforts, especially those campaigns 
aiming at restoring social cohesion and beautifying the environment, have been introduced in 
former old neighborhoods where there is a clear structure of administrative authority. In most 
commodity housing estates, however, local issues, including some state-delegated tasks, are 
generally handled by the property management company and Homeowners’ Associations (HAs). 
RCs only maintain a distant relationship with these xiaoqu. Yet they do play an important role in 
overseeing community activities, such as the establishment of HAs, to limit the chances for 
possible social turmoil (Read, 2003; F. Xu, 2008).  
2.2.2 Property management companies: The hand of market  
Along with housing commodification and neighborhood transformation, a process of 
professionalization of property management is taking place in contemporary urban 
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neighborhoods. Guangzhou is one of the pioneer cities in introducing commercial property 
management practices in the late 1980s (Fu & Lin, 2013b). Today, Property Management 
Companies (PMCs) exist in nearly all newly built housing complexes to undertake property 
management under a signed property management contract with homeowners. Their main 
responsibility is to maintain and manage the property by charging homeowners a certain amount 
of management fees (Fu & Lin, 2013b). Specific tasks of PMCs include neighborhood watch 
(e.g., access control and patrolling), amenity maintenance, environment upkeep, and 
management of shared properties such as parking lots. They also provide maintenance service to 
individual residents. On some occasions, they facilitate certain social functions of RCs. For 
example, they may assist RCs with household registration, family planning, and liaising with 
police. (Read, 2003).  
According to Property Management Regulations (State Council, 2007), PMCs are under the 
supervision of homeowners, usually represented by Homeowners’ Associations (HAs), through a 
contractual relationship. However, in practice, an imbalanced power relation exists between the 
two. PMCs, for example, may increase management fees or reduce their scope of service without 
consent from homeowners. PMCs, sometimes developers as well, are able to appropriate benefits 
generated from collective properties, such as parking lots, due to the murky property rights of 
shared spaces outside individual housing units within the estate. Such interest conflicts often give 
rise to tensions between homeowners and PMCs/developers. However, homeowners may find it 
difficult to exercise their power to change a PMC. One reason is that PMCs are often affiliated 
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with real estate developers, whose economic interests in the neighborhood are articulated 
through PMCs. Developers generally possess much stronger financial capacity and better 
connections with the government than do individual homeowners. Homeowners’ interests are 
thus often ignored or discounted. PMCs/developers may even resort to threatened or actual 
violence to protect their privileges (Read, 2008). Second, RCs tend to side with PMCs rather 
than with homeowners, both because they often have an economic stake in the development 
company (Fu & Lin, 2013a) and also because they are wary of over-empowering owner-elected 
organizations (Read, 2003).  
2.2.3 Grassroots participation and homeowners’ association 
Grassroots community participation has evolved slowly and cautiously in urban China. As 
initiated in the late 1990s, the governments’ community building agenda requires considerable 
involvement of volunteers for RCs in order to deliver shequ services made more difficult because 
of inadequate government financial support. Local residents therefore are mobilized to 
participate in shequ affairs, most of which are related to service provision and mutual-help social 
activities, and rarely involve decision-making activities (Q. Xu, 2007). However, studies show 
that these RC activities have received limited public support; most participants are those facing 
difficulties (e.g., the elderly, the unemployed) and those who depend on shequ for welfare 
protection (Gui, Ma, & Muhlhahn, 2009; Q. Xu, 2007). Because they are generally employed 
and well off, homeowners in commodity housing complexes lack time and motivation to 
participate. Election of RC members is the only shequ activity that involves some political 
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empowerment. However, participation in elections is regarded as “pseudo-participation”: The 
voting rate is low (Q. Xu, Perkins, & Chow, 2010). Further, as Gui (2009) has observed, “before 
the election, various levels of political activists engaged in propaganda work on elections, and 
personal connections were often exploited for political mobilization” (p. 411).  
In contrast with the “pseudo-participation” in shequ affairs, spontaneous and more civic-
minded community participation is emerging in the newly-built commodity estates, although it is 
still limited to a small population (Fu & Lin, 2013b; Read, 2003, 2008). Middle-class 
homeowners tend to consider the enclosed residential space as their home territory, which 
entitles them to a sense of responsibility and the legitimacy to protect their property (Fang Xu, 
2013; Zhu et al., 2012). For instance, some residents are watchful of the neighborhood 
environment (e.g., sanitation, condition of neighborhood facilities/amenities) and serve as 
informants for the PMCs or HAs about community issues. Whereas some problems can be 
solved by individual residents, others can only be addressed by residents acting collectively 
(Read, 2008; Tomba, 2005). These more complex problems may include areas where residents’ 
interest conflicts with those of developers, PMCs, and even public authorities. As such, there is 
an emerging, albeit small, body of owner-elected Homeowners’ Associations (HAs) in the newly-
built urban neighborhoods to champion the common interests of homeowners.  
As a pioneering city of economic reform, Guangzhou, among other cities like Shenzhen, 
witnessed the birth of the country’s first few HAs established in early 1990s (Fu & Lin, 2013b). 
According to Guidelines of Homeowners' Assembly and Homeowners’ Associations (MOHURD, 
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2009), the HA is elected by and composed of homeowners (five to eleven members, odd 
numbers). Its obligations include, for example, holding homeowners meetings, signing contracts 
with PMCs on behalf of a homeowner assembly, supervising the work of PMCs, overseeing the 
use and management of maintenance funds, and executing decisions made by a homeowners’ 
assembly. More importantly, HAs serve as a representative body of homeowners to assert 
collective control over their property. But the independence and autonomy of HAs are 
constrained because they are under oversight and direction of government housing administrative 
departments and other relevant agencies.  
The development of autonomous HAs in China has been slow due to various obstacles. 
Developers and PMCs tend to discourage the establishment of HAs to prevent any competition 
for the handsome profit potential associated with managing the property. The government is 
always mindful of grassroots organizations like HAs because of the potential of uncontrolled 
citizen uprising. Moreover, many homeowners are indifferent toward HAs and unaware of the 
potential need to protect their property rights through collective efforts (Read, 2008).  
In Shanghai, about 83 percent of existing residential developments have founded HAs19 by 
2008. This high percentage, however, is attributed to heavy-handed local official efforts. Most of 
HAs turn out to be “puppet” organizations manipulated by PMCs and developers (Fang Xu, 
2013). In contrast, in Guangzhou, only about 20 percent of residential developments have 
                                                             
19 Informal information provided by Lu Hanlong, Researcher of Sociology in Shanghai Academy of Social Science, 
and vice chairman of Chinese Sociological Association. 
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established Has.20 However, these HAs perform relatively independent and assertive activities to 
address community affairs.21 In particular, they have been active in mobilizing collective actions 
to tackle disputes with PMCs or property developers concerning, for example, unreasonable 
management fees, misuse of maintenance funds, appropriation of shared properties, to name a 
few.  
In a sense, HAs in China can be seen as the counterpart of U.S. homeowners’ association in 
Common Interests Development (CIDs) (McKenzie, 1994; Read, 2008). The growth of HAs in 
China illustrates to some extent the improvement of autonomous community governance and 
challenges established neighborhood institutions. However, the associational structure of Chinese 
HAs is far less consistent and they enjoy less legal and financial autonomy than their American 
counterparts (Read, 2008).  
As some scholars have claimed, HAs, like many other mass organizations in China, “survive 
only insofar as they refrain from democratic claim – making and addressing social needs that 
might fuel grievances against the state” (Spires, 2011: 1). Others have noted that some 
homeowners tend to take advantage of other homeowners’ efforts, rather than actually getting 
involved in collective organizations (Read, 2003). Therefore, it remains a question to what extent 
these collective efforts embrace elements of “civil society” as might be expected in a democratic 
context. What is certain, however, is that the emergence of HAs signifies an important change in 
                                                             
20 http://epaper.legaldaily.com.cn/fzrb/content/20121128/Articel03003GN.htm. This is also confirmed by an 
interview with a local HA activist. 
21 Interview with Mr. Zhou Huoning, who is a community activist and the founder of Community Development 
Center of Guangdong based (CDCC) in Guangzhou. He and his organization have been devoted to bringing together 
hundreds of HAs in Guangzhou by providing consultation and assisting with HA collective efforts.  
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the potential for grassroots participation and governance in Chinese communities.  
To sum up, RC, PMC and HA form the troika of neighborhood governance in commodity 
housing estates (Y. Li, 2002). Although some self-organized cultural or recreational groups, such 
as dance teams, exist in the neighborhood, they mainly exist to support members’ hobbies rather 
than community affairs.  
 
Figure 7 Structure of community governance in commodity housing estates  
(Source: author) 
2.3 Social and political discourse of neighborhood communal space in China 
Neighborhood communal space refers to places that are accessible to the residents of a 
community, where difference is encountered and negotiated. These spaces are concerned less 
with property rights than with shared uses by local residents. In this regard, communal space 
encompasses open space (e.g., parks, streets, sidewalks), informal meeting places (e.g., shops, 
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bars), places for group activities (e.g., clubs, churches), and other spaces shared by a collectivity 
(e.g., parking lot). Neighborhood communal space is “public” to the community members; 
therefore, the concept is related to public space in its broad sense, albeit with nuanced 
differences.  
The long history of neighborhood enclosure makes communal space a central element in the 
physical form of Chinese neighborhoods, from the common space in courtyard housing or the 
danwei compound, to a variety of (semi-) public facilities existing in commodity housing estates. 
However, the social and political meanings of neighborhood communal space in contemporary 
communities have been tremendously transformed. 
In the socialist era, neighborhood communal space was a vital locality where intensive social 
contacts and strong collective identity were constituted. As Bjorklund (1986) observed, the 
common spaces were highly used; planned and unplanned interactions occurred wherever people 
gathered and could claim space for activities. The omnipotent and paternalistic work-unit system 
made little room for individualistic pursuit of freedom, privacy, and identity. Each domain of 
social life was organized in a collective way, be it for productive or consumptive activities. Sense 
of belonging was developed around the state workplace rather than the place of residence per se. 
As a result, intimate social relations grew out of a public sphere where awareness of private 
interests was absent. 
In contemporary neighborhoods, especially commodity housing estates, two differences in 
the use and meaning of communal spaces from the past must be noted. First, communal space is 
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seen less as a locale for intensive social interaction than as a setting imbued with personal 
meaning and identity (Fang Xu, 2013). On the one hand, the density of place-based social 
networks is lower than in the past and the content of interpersonal interaction in communal 
spaces has changed. Recent studies (Hazelzet & Wissink, 2012; Zhu et al., 2012) have 
documented reduced social contacts among neighbors for xiaoqu as compared with older 
neighborhoods. Social activities still take place, but there is a tendency for people to prefer self-
oriented activities or to keep a “safe” and comfortable social distance from others (Zhu et al., 
2012). On the other hand, neighborhood communal space has been ascribed with more personal 
meanings and self-identity. It may be seen by residents as an extension of “home” from their 
private houses where they can enjoy outdoor activities and meanwhile stay away from disorder 
beyond the boundaries of the housing estate, facilitating the development of place attachment 
(Zhu et al., 2012). 
Second, in addition to its social functions, neighborhood communal spaces in China have 
emerged as a space for grassroots participation. In China, the civic virtue embedded in 
conventional public spaces, such as city parks and squares, are rather weak in that the use of any 
public space for any collective activities is strictly overseen by government agencies22. In 
                                                             
22 The Law of the People’s Republic of China on Assembles, Processions and Demonstrations (1989), Article 7, 
stipulates that “for the holding of an assembly, a procession or a demonstration, application must be made to and 
permission obtained from the competent authorities in accordance with the provisions of this Law.” And Article 6 
stipulates, “the competent authorities governing assemblies, processions and demonstrations shall be the municipal 
public security bureau, county security bureau or municipal public security sub-bureau in the localities where the 
assemblies, processions and demonstrations are held; if the route of a procession or demonstration cuts through two 
or more districts or counties, the competent authorities thereof shall be the public security organ at the next higher 
level to the public security organs in such districts or counties.” 
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contrast, collectively owned community spaces that are at arm’s distance from state and 
commercial interests tend to enjoy stronger social and political autonomy, providing space for 
associational and community life. In such spaces, common interests are formed and grievances 
are shared among residents (esp. homeowners). This could possibly translate into collective 
efforts to claim control over the space (Hsing, 2010; Tomba, 2005).  
Regarding commodity housing estates, the formation of common interests owes to the state’s 
recent legal recognition of homeowners’ collective property rights in neighborhood communal 
space. In 2007, the Property Law of the People’s Republic of China, Article 72 stipulated that 
homeowners possess partitioned ownership of common parts of a neighborhood. This lends 
legitimacy for homeowners to claim their rights over both the use value and the exchange value 
of communal space. However, the legal stance of homeowners is not well protected in reality 
because specific rights to the shared properties (e.g., distribution of income generated from the 
common parts) are not clearly or consistently regulated. This defective legal framework offers 
lucrative opportunities for developers/PMCs to expropriate common interest areas from 
homeowners. It is not unusual to see a developer claim a neighborhood space originally designed 
for the community (e.g., a playground) for profit-generating constructions (e.g., an apartment 
building) (Fu & Lin, 2013a; Tomba, 2005). Another common example is appropriation by PMCs 
or developers of collective income generated from the communal space (e.g., advertisement). 
Such interest-based conflicts usually serve to nurture the first steps of civic engagement.  
More importantly, the neighborhood communal space in commodity housing estates as 
52 
 
physical settings provide residents with a relatively autonomous arena for social mobilization 
and resistance (Read, 2003; Tomba, 2005). Homeowners’ meetings are held and community 
protests have been seen in these places (Tomba, 2005). In this sense, these spaces embrace a 
civic virtue that is more often observed in conventional civic spaces in democratic contexts. 
These community spaces are often regarded as emergent “civic space” in China, albeit only in a 
limited sense (Boland & Zhu, 2009; Leaf & Anderson, 2008; Lu, 2008).  
2.4 Summary 
The three decades of market reform in China have not only transformed the urban landscape, but 
also have heightened the social complexity in contemporary neighborhoods. The traditional 
totalitarian danwei compounds as administrative entities have been replaced by commodity 
housing estates where self-identity is nurtured and private interests are perceived. These 
transformations have undoubtedly changed how urban residents perceive their neighborhood and 
how they participate in community affairs. Much of the change should become evident as the 
neighborhood communal spaces are imbued with new social and political meanings by residents. 
The bounded residential space of commodity housing estates is apparently becoming a locus for 
spontaneous community making in some locations and the form and character of neighborhood 
communal space has a particular role to play in this process.  
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Chapter Three. Theoretical Approach 
Scholars have been intrigued by the role of the physical environment in residential experiences, 
attempting to uncover its effects on psychological functioning and social behaviors. However, to 
date, the question raised by Fried (1982) 30 years ago remains open for discussion – does the 
residential environment “derives its functional significance from a commitment to places as 
physical resources for various activities and experiences, or because it serves as a context for 
social interaction and interpersonal intimacy, or by virtue of its aesthetic and/or symbolic 
properties” (p. 109)? These distinctions are particularly important to gain a holistic 
understanding of how neighborhood communal space, be it public or semi-public, may shape 
grassroots community governance. This chapter triangulates multidisciplinary approaches, 
highlighting important factors that are expected to affect residents’ participatory behaviors, with 
special attention to the role of neighborhood communal space. 
3.1 Community participation: An interdisciplinary approach 
This study defines community participation as a local population’s voluntary involvement in 
community affairs. It is a form of community-based civic participation in a general sense, as 
opposed to participatory planning or development projects for poverty reduction or economic 
development. The research theoretical framework draws on interdisciplinary perspectives and 
concepts, including social capital, community psychology, and New Urbanism discourse.  
Most literature addressing community participation is found in works by sociologists, new 
urbanists, and community psychologists. While sociological theories and New Urbanism 
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philosophy assumes a positive link between (semi-) public space and civic participation through 
local social gathering and interaction, community psychologists point to the effects of the 
physical environment on community sentiment, such as place attachment and place identity. 
These theories have been developed in interrelated, yet fragmented frameworks and neither of 
them directly tackles the relationship between communal space and community participation. 
However, they lend credence to two plausible mechanisms through which the former could affect 
the latter – one I refer to as the “social capital mechanism” and the other the “intra-psychic 
mechanism”, as shown in Figure 8.  
Social capital mechanism. The social capital mechanism stresses community social capital – 
a community’s shared norms of reciprocity and mutual trust (Putnam, 2000) – as a mediating 
factor between communal space and participation. Its theoretical basis lies in studies that 
examine people-environment interactions, including New Urbanism, and social capital theories. 
On the one hand, environment-behavior studies support the importance of the built environment, 
such as mixed land use and the presence of common spaces, for local social integration. On the 
other hand, social capital theories (Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000) provide the theoretical 
rationale for the contribution of local social capital to civic participation: the more one regards 
others as trustworthy and expects reciprocal benefit from others, the more likely s/he is to 
cooperate with others to act collectively for the public good. In this study, the two levels of social 
capital – private social capital and community social capital, are assessed separately in order to 
distinguish the two theoretically distinct concepts (Lin, Cook, & Burt, 2001; Portes, 2000). 
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Intra-psychic mechanism. Whereas the social capital mechanism emphasizes external social 
forces acting on collective behaviors, the intra-psychic mechanism points to positive effects of 
affective bonds between people and place – neighborhood attachment. Stronger place attachment 
leads to higher levels of social cohesion and social control (Brown, Perkins, & Brown, 2003; 
Manzo & Perkins, 2006). Note that both the social and the physical environment contribute to 
neighborhood attachment. However, in this study, I intend to disentangle the effects of the built 
environment and the social environment. Scholars agree that place attachment can derive directly 
from the physical environment per se rather than through people in the environment (Chavis & 
Wandersman, 1990; Manzo & Perkins, 2006).  
The two parallel mechanisms are linked by a reciprocal relationship between neighborhood-
based social capital (esp., community social capital) and neighborhood attachment. Existing 
studies in community psychology have largely accepted strong positive effects of local social 
capital on place attachment. The reversed effects of the latter on the former are uncertain because 
the social capital literature either dismisses the concept of place attachment or regards it as a 
component of the social capital construct (Temkin & Rohe, 1998). Yet it is plausible that people 
with stronger psychological connectedness to the place would be more likely to engage in more 
interactions with others.  
To summarize, this study adopts an interdisciplinary framework to systematically examine 
two competing mechanisms – the “social capital mechanism” and the “intra-psychic mechanism”, 
intervening between neighborhood communal space and community participation. Notably, 
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private social capital and community social capital are differentiated to discern the relationship 
between communal space and different levels of social capital. More theoretical discussions are 
elaborated in the subsequent literature review.  
 
Figure 8 Theoretical framework 
3.2 Community participation: Social and psychological explanations 
Scholars have identified multi-level and multifaceted factors that contribute to community 
participation and integration including: neighborhood social structures (Sampson & Gorves, 
1989; Shaw & McKay, 1969), community organization coordination (Gittell & Vidal, 1998; 
Hester, 1984; Lasker & Weiss, 2003; McNeely, 1999), individual psychological dimensions 
(Chavis & Wandersman, 1990; Hughey, Perkins, & Speer., 2002; Manzo & Perkins, 2006; Taylor, 
1996), and intra- and inter-group interaction process (Perkins, Brown, & Taylor, 1996; Putnam, 
2000). This section focuses on two major approaches that provide theoretical premises for 
studying neighborhood communal space and community participation: the social-capital camp 
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which stresses intra- and inter- group process of participation, and the intra-psychic camp 
advocating individual psychological motivations in participation (e.g., self-identity, sense of 
community, see Figure 11).  
3.2.1 Neighborhood-based social networks: A relational account of participation 
Existing studies contain extensive theoretical and empirical analyses of place-based social 
networks and citizen mobilization/participation. However, as Table 2 below illustrates, 
considerable disagreement exists in the literature with regard to how social relation is defined, 
how it works and can be mobilized. 
Table 2 Indicators of place-based social capital 
 
Social capital theory 
Most discussions of neighborhood social relation and civic engagement are found in the 
literature on social capital. The first systematic contemporary analysis of “social capital” dates 
back to Pierre Bourdieu (1985), who defines social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or 
potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less 
institutionalized relationship of mutual acquaintance and recognition (p. 248). Bourdieu sees 
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social capital as a parallel form of economic capital and cultural capital (including human 
capital). The three forms of capital are convertible to one another under certain conditions. In this 
sense, social capital is an instrumental asset individuals possess that can be transformed into 
other physical or cultural capitals. Gains of social capital therefore require deliberate investment 
and costs of time, efforts, and other resources one possesses.  
Bourdieu’s concept of social capital leads to the development of literature on private or 
micro-level social capital. The exemplary work is by Nan Lin (1999), who defines social capital 
as a “resource embedded in social relations”. According to Lin, social capital produces positive 
outcomes for individual actions through four mechanisms:  
1) social networks facilitate information exchange, which provides access to opportunities 
and choices otherwise not available;  
2) the power (e.g. authority) and valued resources embedded in some social ties may exert 
influence in the process of decision making, which could affect the action outcome;  
3) social capital possessed by an individual may be conceived by others as certifications of 
the individual’s social credentials; and  
4) social relations among group members reinforces an individual’s group identity and 
recognition of one’s worthiness in a social group, which further provides both emotional support 
and access to resources.  
An alternative conception of social capital is to understand it as an aggregate level of social 
resources arising from local connections and relationships. Coleman (1988) first identified social 
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capital as a collective asset. He regarded social capital as a public good and a by-product of other 
activities and emphasized a structure of network closure that facilitates social capital. He argued 
that a closed network (network closure) is more important for the formation of 
reciprocation/norms among community members and sanctions against defection which facilitate 
transactions; whereas in an open network where actors do not know each other, errant behaviors 
are less likely to be recognized, hence sanctions are less easily formed (Coleman, 1988; Portes, 
1998).  
Drawing on Coleman, Putnam (2000) brought the concept of social capital to prominence by 
emphasizing social capital as a public good for groups and applying it to community studies. He 
defines community social capital as a community’s shared norms, reciprocity, and mutual trust, 
which are widely believed to have strong effects on collective engagement in civic affairs. Based 
on Coleman’s understanding of “network closure”, Putnam makes distinctions between bonding 
and bridging social capital – the former tends to emerge from socially homogeneous groups and 
contributes to social solidarity and cohesion, and the latter emerges from social ties between 
different groups and links to external assets and resources.  
The concept of community social capital has received wide attention from both academic 
research (e.g., Parisi, Grice, Taquino, & Grill, 2002) and practitioners in community building 
(e.g., Gittell & Vidal, 1998). However, it must be noted that the collective level of social capital 
should be distinguished theoretically and analytically from its private level (Lin et al., 2001; 
Portes, 2000). Private social capital is based on social relations that people intentionally build in 
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expectation of future return and is related to particularized trust, whereas community social 
capital is related to more generalized trust and is more than a mere aggregate of individual social 
capital (Cook, 2005; Lin et al., 2001). Private social capital does not automatically translate to 
collective social norms and trust, although personalized trust developed out of private social 
capital may contribute to generalized social trust (Cook, 2005), a form of community social 
capital. The distinctions between the two levels of social capital are particularly important in the 
Chinese context, where social capital is perceived more as personal connections (guanxi) for 
mutual benefits than as social and political product (Bian, 2001).  
Community collective efficacy 
Another concept closely related to community social capital is community collective efficacy 
(CCE) first introduced by Sampson and colleagues (1997). It is a measurement comprising 
community social cohesion (measured by neighborly friendliness, mutual trust, shared value, etc.) 
and informal social control (defined as the local population’s shared willingness to intervene in 
maintaining public order in the neighborhood). Empirical studies in general support that CCE 
serves as an important informal mechanism through which residents achieve public order and act 
collectively in pursuit of the common good (Browning & Cagney, 2002; Duncan, Duncan, Okut, 
Strycker, & Hix-Small, 2003; Shuman, 1998; Wilkinson, 2000).  
However, critiques argue that the operationalization of CCE is problematic. The 
measurement of community social cohesion, which is a core constituent of CCE, is essentially a 
construct of community social capital. Moreover, within the concept of CCE the causes and 
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effects of community social control have been theoretically conflated; likewise CCE does not 
capture the extent to which social networks are necessary for the development of cohesive 
communities and intervention behaviors (Cantillon, Davidson, & Schweitzer, 2003). As Sampson 
and colleagues have also contended, “the willingness of residents to intervene for the common 
good depends in large part on conditions of mutual trust and solidarity among neighbors” 
(Sampson et al., 1997, p. 920). In other words, “mutual trust and solidarity among neighbors” are 
causes while “willingness to intervene” is the outcome. The two components of CCE, social 
cohesion and informal social control, should be analytically and theoretically distinguished in 
order to parcel out the effect of social capital on participation. 
Neighboring behaviors 
In some studies, place-based social capital is measured by quantity and quality of neighboring 
behaviors, e.g., mutual help and neighborly visits (Skjæveland, Gärling, & Mæland, 1996). 
Unger and Wandersman (1985) found that greater neighboring facilitates collective efforts 
towards forming a block association. Likewise, Perkins et al. (1996) found positive associations 
between neighborly interaction and grassroots participation. Neighboring is also found to be an 
important predictor of discussion of community issues (Bolland & McCallum, 2002). In a sense, 
neighborly contact is a form of private social capital that is situated within a particular locality. 
Community social capital is associated with but different from neighboring. While community 
social capital refers to generalized social trust among neighbors, neighboring involves activities 
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engaged in by neighbors (Keller, 1968). Intensive neighboring may lead to strong community 
social capital and vise versa. 
Mechanisms of social capital 
Despite divergent definitions and measures, the theoretical approaches reviewed above have 
pointed to a strong linkage between neighborhood-based social capital, be it private or collective, 
and participation. These studies suggest two mechanisms by which social capital may influence 
collective efforts. This first is a reinforcement mechanism related to the density of local networks. 
A closed community network (Coleman, 1988) with dense or strong social connections are 
believed to preserve within-group solidarity and maintain group resources through reinforcement 
by mutual reorganization, sanctions and norms (Browning, Feinberg, & Dietz, 2004; Lin, 1999). 
However, Browning et al. (2004) posits that local social ties may “facilitate trust and shared 
values without also fostering extensive mutual obligation” (p. 525). In other words, a certain 
extent of solidifying forces by neighborhood-based social capital is necessary to mobilize the 
local population to act collectively, but network density or closure is not a requirement. 
An alternative mechanism is the interactive mechanism (Wilkinson, 2000). It works through 
inter-group interactions wherein similar interests are developed, information is shared, and 
different interests are expressed and coordinated (Lin, 1999). As Bandura (2000) also contended, 
group members’ attitudes are contingent on the interactive and coordinative process within the 
group. A community network with weak ties is therefore important in facilitating information 
flows and diffusion. Failure to be integrated into a local social network may result in 
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fragmentation, anomie, and alienation (Luloff & Swanson, 1995).  
Summary 
There appears to be consensus that local social relations are conducive to promoting community 
collective efforts. As Newton (1997) stated, social capital constitutes “a force that helps to bind 
society together by transforming individuals from self-seeking and egocentric calculators, with 
little social conscience or sense of mutual obligations, into members of a community with shared 
interests, shared assumptions about social relations, and a sense of the common good” (p. 576).  
However, the ambiguous uses of social capital in existing studies (e.g., Perkins & Long, 2002) 
have concealed what specific form or aspect of social capital – network, trust, or neighboring –  
is most relevant to engender grassroots participation. Moreover, the social-capital framework 
provided by social scientists regards community as a bundle of social relations, but neglects the 
physical neighborhood as an important place where ordinary people live their everyday lives. 
Rarely does sociological literature address the relationship between place sentiment and place-
based social relations, although some studies consider place attachment as a component of the 
social capital construct (e.g., Temkin & Rohe, 1998). It is arguable that place attachment may be 
a significant contributor for the cultivation of place-based social capital, and vise versa. 
Furthermore, what if it is not only human connectedness that supports collective participation, 
but also connectedness to a particular place (Stedman, 2002)? This may be a particularly salient 
question in contemporary communities undergoing persistent transformation where social 
networks are extended beyond neighborhood boundaries (Wellman, 2001). Recent but limited 
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studies have started to show that neighborhood identification and commitment appear to be more 
relevant than social involvement in predicting social or political participation (Hays & Kogl, 
2007). This leads to subsequent discussion of the place-based intra-psychic mechanism.  
3.2.2 Place sentiment: A sensational account of participation 
Understanding place sentiment 
Community/social psychologists have emphasized the role of emotional investment in the 
neighborhood in developing commitment to the community and propensity to participate in local 
affairs. This line of research is found extensively in literature on community sentiment. However, 
multi-faceted community sentiment has resulted in confusing uses of place terminologies, such 
as place identity, place attachment, and sense of community, as Table 3 shows. These concepts 
are often used interchangeably or overlap with other community concepts such as social capital. 
Table 3 Concepts of place-based sentiment 
 
Place attachment is the most widely-used concept pertaining to community sentiment in 
urban neighborhood settings and will be employed in this study. Instead of cognitive bonds (or 
self-expression through place), this concept emphasizes “positive affective bonds between 
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individuals and their residential environment” (Shumaker & Taylor, 1983), or “emotional 
involvement with places” (Hummon, 1992). The main characteristic of place attachment is the 
tendency for a person to maintain closeness to a specific place (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001). 
When applied to the neighborhood setting, place attachment is also known as neighborhood 
attachment.  
Place attachment should be distinguished from place identity, which goes beyond the concept 
of self identity to describe “individual’s personal identity in relation to the physical environment 
by means of a complex pattern of conscious and unconscious ideas, beliefs, preferences, feelings, 
values, goals, and behavioral tendencies and skills relevant to this environment” (Proshansky, 
1978: 155). As noted by Stedman (2002), place identity asks “what does this place mean to me” 
whereas place attachment asks “how much does it mean” (p. 565).  
Place attachment is also conceptually distinct from sense of community (SOC). The 
connotation of place is rather weak in the concept of SOC, relative to other terms describing 
place-based sentiment. Despite little consensus on its operational definition and measure, SOC 
focuses on bonds among people (Doolittle & MacDonald, 1978; Riger & Lavrakas, 1981) and 
applies to either geographical (e.g., neighborhood) or relational community (e.g., virtual 
community and workplace) (Burroughs & Eby, 1998; Gusfield, 1975). Some (Long & Perkins, 
2007; Woldoff, 2002) use SOC as an encompassing concept which incorporates aspects of 
sentiment and social behaviors, such as place identity, place attachment, neighboring, and 
associational participation, and sometimes residential satisfaction. Therefore, when applied to the 
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neighborhood setting, SOC denotes the relational aspect of community sentiment, and is mainly 
developed through local social interaction and often overlaps with the concepts of community 
social capital and collective efficacy. 
While place identity is the cognitive building block of attachment (Stedman, 2002), place 
attachment is an important stage for people to develop commitment to the place (sense of 
community) (Manzo & Perkins, 2006; Milligan, 1998; Rivlin, 1982). In this sense, place 
attachment can be regarded as the intermediate level between place identity and SOC.  
Scholars (Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001; Riger & Lavrakas, 1981; Stedman, 2003) have 
emphasized two distinct sources of place attachment – the physical environment and the social 
environment. However, most authors regard place attachment as a global construct 
(e.g.,Hummon, 1992) or equate place attachment with attachment to people who live in that 
place (Fried, 1982; Low & Altman, 1992). There has been debate about the extent to which 
attachment actually occurs in response to the physical landscape rather than merely being a by-
product of attachment to other people (Fried, 1982; Riley, 1992). The consensus seems to be that 
although social networks are an important part, place attachment also represents a genuine 
affection for the physical location itself which contributes mainly through symbolic meanings 
imbued in the place (Stedman, 2003). For example, Hidalgo and Hernandez (2001) revealed 
significant contribution of the physical setting, albeit weaker than the social environment. In 
contrast, Fried (1982) found objective features of the physical environment are more important 
sources of neighborhood attachment than is the local social environment. Others (Forrest & 
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Kearns, 2001) argue that affluence of a neighborhood may mediate the effects of the physical 
environment – the physical component is more important than the social component to place 
attachment in a more affluent neighborhood, because people “buy into” neighborhoods as 
physical settings rather than necessarily anticipating or practicing a great degree of local social 
interaction.  
Mechanism of place attachment  
These place-oriented concepts, often used interchangeably without differentiation, have been 
gradually incorporated into discussions about neighborhood revitalization and activism (Brown 
et al., 2003; Manzo & Perkins, 2006). For example, Chavis and Wandersman (1990) argue that 
sense of community can serve as a catalyst for collective activities (i.e., participation in a block 
association) by affecting people’s perception of the environment and social relations. People with 
stronger neighborhood attachment are found to report stronger perceived social control and 
empowerment as well (Brown et al., 2003; Hays & Kogl, 2007).  
Scholars in the intra-physic camp believe that place-people relationships encapsulated in 
place attachment and other related concepts impact community participation through 
mechanisms dominated by inner self-motivation, rather than external social forces. On the one 
hand, place attachment may translate to feelings of pride and commitment to the residential area, 
motivating participation in community efforts (Brown et al., 2003; Manzo & Perkins, 2006). On 
the other hand, disruptions of place attachment by interrupting economic, religious, genealogical 
and other emotional bonds between people and places (Low, 1992), would cause feelings of loss 
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and alienation and evoke collective activities to rebuild these relationships (Brown & Perkins, 
1992; Manzo & Perkins, 2006; Perkins et al., 1996).  
Summary 
Studies in community psychology have illustrated the importance of meaning and attachment for 
community members in the process of place making, which work by different mechanisms from 
those of network-embedded social relations. However, because these studies have been rooted in 
a phenomenological tradition (Altman & Low, 1992), the intra-psychic processes have a low 
profile in the framework of community building and mobilization (Brown et al., 2003; Manzo & 
Perkins, 2006). Furthermore, the confusion and imprecise uses of multiple attachment 
terminologies, as well as lack of reliable and well-validated assessments, restrict the inclusion of 
place sentiment in the paradigm of community development/building (Chipuer & Pretty, 1999).  
3.3 Neighborhood communal space and community participation 
The neighborhood communal space in this study refers to common spaces within a neighborhood 
with free access and shared uses for residents. It includes open spaces, such as sidewalks, parks, 
playgrounds, informal meeting places23, places for group activities (e.g., clubs, churches, etc.), 
and other shared spaces within the neighborhood. The concept of neighborhood communal space 
is closely tied to, and to some extent, subsumed under the concept of public space, which implies 
multiple spatial rights of access, freedom of action, claim, change, and ownership (Low, 2000: 
241). Yet, just as the social value of public space lies in the shared use of space for a diverse 
range of activities by members of the public, the social value of communal spaces in a 
                                                             
23 These have been defined by Oldenburg (1989) as “the third place.” 
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neighborhood lies in various interactional processes among residents and those between people 
and the immediate environment. In this regard, neighborhood communal space is a “public” 
space for the community members. Therefore, this study stresses the “publicness” of 
neighborhood communal space in terms of “shared use” by a local community. 
3.3.1 Communal space as a social arena: The social-capital mechanism 
Extensive studies have documented the positive roles of (semi-) public space in shaping cohesive 
social and community life. As early as the 1960s, Jacobs (1961) first proposed that certain urban 
design principles, e.g., streets and sidewalks, could reduce crime in residential areas by 
supporting neighborhood watch. These ideas later inspired the emergence of New Urbanism 
discourse (Hanlon, 2010; Kim & Kaplan, 2004; Kleit, 2005), which is an urban design and 
architectural philosophy proposing to promote neighborly interaction through design of walkable, 
pedestrian-friendly, mixed-use neighborhoods with particular physical and aesthetic 
characteristics. According to this philosophy, diversity and usage of communal areas lead to an 
increase in informal social interaction through which social capital is developed consciously or 
unconsciously.  
New Urbanists have argued that presence of and access to public or semi-public spaces are 
the most important components of a physical environment that facilitate formation of social 
capital. These places include sidewalks (Jacobs, 1961), open spaces (Saleebey, 1996), local 
amenities, and informal meeting places such as cafes or “third places”(Oldenburg, 2001). Spatial 
features, such as the placement of access paths and stairways, have been shown to be strong 
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determinants of friendship formation (Festinger, Back, & Schachter, 1950). Likewise, shared 
access to residences or other common areas like front porches were associated with higher levels 
of casual social contacts (Fleming, Baum, & Singer, 1985). As depicted in Figure 9, viewing 
communal space as a social arena means that communal space would contribute to grassroots 
participation through the social-capital mechanism by building networks, solidarity, cohesion, 
and trust among those who participate in activities in these spaces. Under such conceptualization, 
although place attachment may play a part in the process, its effects are mainly mediated by 
neighborhood-based social capital. 
 
Figure 9 A conceptual diagram of the social capital mechanism 
3.3.2 Communal space as a source of place attachment: The intra-psychic mechanism 
While New Urbanism philosophy views the built environment as a venue for social processes, 
community psychologists emphasize psychological effects induced by the physical attributes of 
and activities in communal spaces through daily contacts. They suggest that the physical 
environment affects people’s thoughts, feelings, and beliefs about local community places. 
People develop attachment to physical settings through different symbolic ties (Low, 1992). For 
example, territorial markers are believed to enhance personalization through which people define 
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spaces as extensions of themselves (Newman, 1972; Perkins et al., 1996). In an economic sense, 
the presence and use of public and ambiguously owned properties, such as parks, street corners, 
alleys, etc., lead to development of collective-symbolic ownership of the users, which can 
translate into place attachment or sense of community (Hester, 1984). For some (Manzo & 
Perkins, 2006), neighborhood communal space is important environmental capital which relays 
common values shared by community members and may serve as the building block for a sense 
of “community.” This conceptual framework, as presented in Figure 10, sees community 
sentiment, e.g., neighborhood attachment, as the direct driving forces for community 
participation whereas place-based social capital works in an indirect path through attachment.  
 
Figure 10 A conceptual diagram of the intra-psychic mechanism 
 
3.3.3 Communal space as civic space: An unchecked virtue 
There has been a long lineage of thought that views public space as civic space where democratic 
participation and civic engagement take place. Earlier discussions on the social and 
psychological functions of (semi-) public space, and the two mechanisms whereby social capital 
and place attachment influence community participation (Section 3.2) seem to lend credence to 
asserting a strong link between neighborhood communal space and community civic virtue and 
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citizenship.  
However, it remains unclear to what extent neighborhood communal space may be 
transformed from a social arena or a psychological domain to a civic space. The theoretical 
frameworks outlined above have been developed in well defined, distinct disciplines. The 
relationship between neighborhood communal space and community participation has not been 
highly scrutinized and exists primarily in theoretical speculations.  
Among the limited work supporting this line of thinking, Parisi et al. (2002) revealed 
significant positive effects of “community civic infrastructure”, such as small service businesses, 
on community participation because these places provide social interaction venues. In addition, 
Torres-Antonini (2001) observed in cohousing communities that the built environment has 
indirect, rather than direct, impacts on residents’ participatory behaviors by serving as the 
motivation, the locale, or the focus for participation. Other relevant work includes some research 
studying the relationship between physical design and residents’ collective responses to 
community crime. For example, in his theory of defensible space, Newman (1972) suggested that 
certain architectural features (e.g. (semi-) public space marker, greater visibility) would 
encourage residents to exercise territorial control through their perception of the physical 
environment. The model of “defensible space” suggests that the physical expression of social 
fabric can reinforce “territoriality” and sense of community, which then translate into collective 
responsibility. Similarly, physical deterioration or incivilities, e.g. litter, graffiti, dilapidated 
property, are believed to induce fear of crime, which could either lower or increase residents’ 
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chances for community participation depending on the degree of their sense of community 
(Perkins et al., 1996; Taylor, 1996).  
3.3.4 Gaps in existing literature 
Existing literature suggests two gaps regarding the relationship between neighborhood 
communal space and grassroots participation. First, little empirical research discerns different 
pathways through which communal space affects participation. While much attention has been 
devoted to the role of (semi-) public space as social venue, its latent symbolic meanings to 
community members have been less explored and deserve investigation. Second, most studies 
use the presence of communal space, rather than the usage of or activities that take place in those 
places, to gauge the effect of the space. Such an operationalization makes it difficult to 
disentangle the effect of the built environment as an arena for social interaction and that of 
environmental perceptions induced by the physical setting per se.  
3.4 Individual predictors of community participation 
Participation in community affairs is subject to a number of individual demographic and 
socioeconomic characteristics, household-related factors, and residential history. In general, in 
the American context, women are found more likely to participate in community activities 
because they are more deeply embedded in local social life (Hardy-Fanta, 1993). People with 
more human capital (e.g., education) and economic resources (e.g., income and occupation) are 
more likely to be involved in organized community activities (Parisi et al., 2002; Rubin & Rubin, 
2001; Smith & Macaulay, 1980), because they are believed to have more interest and resources 
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to invest in social relations beyond kinship (Parisi et al., 2002). The marginalized groups who are 
entrenched members of a neighborhood group (e.g., political, social, cultural, or sports related) 
are more likely to participate as well. In addition, length of residence and membership in 
community organizations are associated with more grassroots participation (Perkins et al., 1996; 
Rubin & Rubin, 2001). 
Although existing literature shows social backgrounds are important predictors of 
participatory behaviors, effects of these variables are not always consistent. Some of them may 
lose explanatory power when other intervening mediators or situational variables are controlled.  
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Figure 11 Literature map 
3.5 Community participation in urban China 
In China, it remains unclear who gets involved in community affairs. The relationships between 
social capital, place attachment, and collective participation have not been systemically studied. 
In addition, most studies of grassroots participation have been situated in shequ rather than 
generic neighborhoods.  
The limited research suggests a low degree of voluntary participation in community affairs in 
both shequ and xiaoqu (Gui & Huang, 2006; Xu, 2007; Xu, Perkins, & Chow, 2010). Some 
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scholars have characterized grassroots participation in China as “atomistic and informal, driven 
by individual interests and benefits rather than collective goals” (Xu, 2007, p. 625).  
These studies, nonetheless, show significant effects of local neighboring and reciprocity 
among neighbors on voting at the level of shequ (Xu et al., 2010). A recent study in commodity 
housing estates also shows the importance of extensiveness of private social capital in predicting 
individuals’ participation in collective activities (Fu et al., 2013).  
Women, elderly (or retired) persons, and those with lower socioeconomic status (as defined 
by education, occupation, and income) have been found to be more active as volunteers in 
providing shequ services (Xu, 2007; Xu et al., 2010); these groups have also expressed greater 
willingness to participate in community affairs (Gui & Huang, 2006), possibly because they have 
more leisure time. Length of residence and homeownership are positive predictors of 
neighboring and neighborhood attachment (Li, Zhu, & Li, 2012; Zhu, Breitung, & Li, 2012), but 
their effects on community participation are unclear. 
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Chapter Four. Research Design 
4.1 Research questions 
Existing studies reviewed in Chapter Three suggest two theoretical mechanisms whereby 
neighborhood communal space influences community participation. This study examines the two 
parallel mechanisms by addressing the following questions:  
• Does neighborhood communal space contribute to local population’s community 
participation? 
• To what extent does neighborhood-based social capital serve as a mediator between 
communal space and community participation?  
• To what extent does neighborhood attachment serve as a mediator between communal 
space and community participation?  
• How do the two mechanisms work respectively in commodity housing estates in China? 
4.2 Definition of key variables  
Community participation is defined as a local population’s voluntary involvement in community 
political or social affairs. It is the outcome variable in quantitative analysis.  
Neighborhood communal space refers to common spaces (public or semi-public) located 
within a neighborhood for shared use by local residents, including sidewalks/streets, planned 
spaces for group activities (e.g., club house), open spaces (e.g., parks, gardens, playgrounds), 
fitness amenities (e.g., basketball court, swimming pool), and informal meeting places (also 
referred to as “third place”, e.g., barbershops, coffee shops, convenience stores).  
Neighborhood attachment is place attachment towards a particular neighborhood. It refers to 
positive affective bonds between residents and their neighborhood.   
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Community social capital is defined as generalized reciprocity and mutual trust among 
neighbors. This variable pertains to residents’ general perception of the reliability and 
trustworthiness of the local population.  
Private social capital represents the quantity of neighborhood-based social ties possessed by 
local residents.  
4.3 City-wide quantitative survey 
Both quantitative and qualitative approaches are employed for this research. While the 
quantitative approach systematically addresses relationships among neighborhood communal 
space, social capital, neighborhood attachment, and community participation, a case study with 
ethnographic approaches is employed to probe the underlying rationale embedded in these 
relationships.  
4.3.1 Collection of survey data  
The quantitative approach draws on a household questionnaire survey conducted in the 
metropolitan city of Guangzhou in 2012, covering eight main districts (excluding two districts at 
the fringe: Huadu and Nansha) in Guangzhou (see Figure 12). This survey was part of a 
collaborative research project jointly conducted by Duke University, Hong Kong Baptist 
University, Sun Yat-sen University (Guangzhou), and the Community Development Center of 
Guangdong, South China (CDCC)24. The author served as a liaison in the project, coordinating 
work of the research groups from these institutions. 
                                                             
24 This is a local NGO in Guangzhou which has been devoted to bringing together hundreds of HAs in Guangzhou 
by providing consultation and assisting with collective efforts of the HAs. 
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A multistage stratified random sampling method was employed to constitute the sample. In 
the first stage, three primary sampling unit (PSU) strata in Guangzhou were determined by land 
use and residential density: the inner core area, the inner suburb area and the outer suburb area. 
In the second stage, street offices within each stratum were selected with reference to the total 
number of street offices located in each stratum and their spatial distribution. In the third stage, 
one neighborhood and a supplemental list of adjacent neighborhoods (consisting of 2 - 8 xiaoqu) 
were determined within a selected street office by a GIS sampling method. Because a complete 
list of all xiaoqu in Guangzhou is not accessible and most of them have guarded access, the 
neighborhoods to be surveyed were randomly drawn from a list of xiaoqu that have established 
HAs. This list was provided by CDCC, which served as an access point for the survey. If access 
to a target neighborhood was denied due to lack of cooperation by property management 
companies or the refusal of its HA to assist with the survey, an alternative neighborhood was 
selected from the supplemental list.  
In the final stage, households within a neighborhood were recruited using an interval 
sampling method based on the residential distribution of households within the property. The 
head of a household or his/her spouse was interviewed representing the household. His or her 
neighbor would be selected if a sampled respondent refuse to participate in this survey. The total 
number of participants has been adjusted according to the total number of households in a 
neighborhood, ranging from 21 to 144 households.  
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Figure 12 Spatial distribution of xiaoqu sample (dots)  
(Source: author) 
Because commodity housing estates tend to concentrate in the city core and inner suburbs, 
this study includes fewer numbers of urban communities in the outer suburb. The survey was 
conducted both at the household and the neighborhood (represented by a key HA member) levels. 
Respondents were asked to fill out a structured questionnaire, administered by an interviewer to 
ensure questions were understood in an equivalent manner.  
Different sets of questions were designed for the head of a household and a neighborhood 
representative (i.e., a HA member). For households, solicited information includes self-
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evaluation and usage of the neighborhood environment, neighboring behaviors, community 
activities, community sentiment, residential history, and basic background information. At the 
neighborhood level, heads of HAs or other HA members were interviewed about the physical 
setting of a neighborhood, associational activities, and relationships among local community 
organizations. 
4.3.2 Instruments 
Questions for and measures of key variables are given in Table 4 and Table 5. Community 
participation is the outcome variable, measured by self-reported counts of participation in 
community affairs over the past year. Respondents were asked whether or not (1=yes; 0=no) they 
had ever participated in a list of ten community activities over the past year. These activities 
include 1) organized associational activities, such as voting in community organizations (e.g., 
RC and HA), attending HA meetings, and other HA activities, and 2) informal routine activities 
such as attending hearings, discussing xiaoqu issues at the online forum, and filing complaints 
about incivility in the xiaoqu. In the questionnaire, we also asked respondents about their 
participation in collective actions, such as petition or protest. Participation in these activities are 
excluded from the measurement of the outcome variable because they are mostly contentious 
actions that involve property managements companies, developers, or local government agencies 
and have lower rate of occurrence. Including these activities therefore may cause some bias. 
These collective actions, however, are examined in the ethnographic case study.  
Neighborhood communal space is a dummy variable at the neighborhood level to indicate the 
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presence of various communal spaces (1= various; 0=limited). The head of the HA or a 
responsible person was asked to report whether (1=yes, 0=no) each of the following communal 
spaces is located within the neighborhood: 1) a club house for homeowners; 2) a lake or pond; 3) 
recreational places (third places) such as shops, cafes, restaurants; 4) a swimming pool; 5) a 
sports court for, e.g., basketball, tennis; and 6) open spaces, e.g., park, garden, playground, 
square. Because only 4 out of the 39 neighborhoods have none of the above communal spaces 
(see Table 6), the prevalence of these communal spaces makes it difficult to discern the effect of 
the presence of communal space on community participation. Therefore, neighborhoods with 
none or only one of the listed communal spaces are grouped as one category indicating 
neighborhoods with limited communal space (the reference group), whereas other neighborhoods 
are recoded as another category, i.e., neighborhoods with various communal spaces. Statistics 
show that the former group with limited communal space accounts for 41 percent of the sample 
and the latter accounts for 59 percent.  
Note that the question of neighborhood communal space does not include spaces such as 
hallways/sidewalks and the interiors of residential buildings (e.g., stairways), because it is very 
difficult to quantify these communal spaces. But exclusion of these spaces from quantitative 
analysis should not jeopardize the main findings of this study. First, the communal spaces 
identified in the questionnaire are the most widely cited places in the community literature (Ruiu, 
2014; Williams, 2005) where people stay for social and personal activities; second, the 
circulation spaces and interior spaces are common elements in most Chinese neighborhoods. 
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Their effects on community life may be negligible as compared to effects of the identified 
communal spaces; lastly, effects of these omitted spaces are likely captured in the individual-
level indicators of communal space (i.e., uses and appraisal of communal space), and are verified 
through observation and interviews in the case study using ethnographic approaches.   
At the household-level, neighborhood communal space is assessed from two dimensions – 
uses of communal space and appraisal of communal space. Uses of communal space for different 
activities is measured by two questions: 1) frequency (a five-level scale) of respondents’ visits to 
communal spaces alone or with family members for walking, exercising, or other activities; and 
2) frequency (a five-level scale) of respondents’ participation in group activities with non-family 
residents in communal spaces. The first question indicates activities that involve little social 
interaction with neighbors, thus is referred to as uses for self-oriented activities. The second 
question pertains to informal social activities (group activities) that involve interactions with 
neighbors, such as having conversations and doing exercises.  
Appraisal of communal space is used to gauge the effect of physical features of 
neighborhood communal space. It is measured by residents’ subjective evaluation of six spatial 
aspects of communal space, rating from 1(strongly dissatisfied) to 5 (strongly satisfied): 
closeness/accessibility, spaciousness of the space, esthetics/architectural design, landscape 
design (e.g., trees, water, etc.), comfort of rest area, and the degree to which the spaces satisfy 
their needs. The average score of the six items are used as a proxy of residents’ overall level of 
environmental appraisal.  
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Community social capital contains seven items about general reciprocity and mutual trust 
among neighbors, measured at a five-level scale. Generalized reciprocity is measured by 
questions asking respondents’ perception of the willingness of local residents to help each other, 
while mutual trust is measure by their perception of the trustworthiness of local residents. The 
mean value of the seven items is used as an overall construct of community social capital. The 
average score of this variable for the sample is 3.16.  
Private social capital as measured by the total number of acquaintances/residents a 
respondent knows by name in a xiaoqu. On average, each person knows about 12 residents in a 
neighborhood. 
Neighborhood attachment is measured by the tendency for a respondent to stay close to a 
neighborhood. Three questions at a five-level scale were asked about the extent to which they 
agree (strongly disagree, disagree, neutral, agree, and strongly agree) with the following 
statements: 1) Overall, I feel attached to this neighborhood; 2) I like the neighborhood as a place 
to live; and 3) I would be sorry if I had to move out of the neighborhood. The average of the 
three items is taken to create a single indicator of overall neighborhood attachment. The average 
of neighborhood attachment for the sample is 3.63, approaching the positive spectrum.  
Informal social control is used as a variable to control for the social context of a 
neighborhood for participation. This variable is an aggregate measure of the local population’s 
willingness to engage in maintaining public order (Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997), and is 
measured by asking respondents, on a five-level scale, about the likelihood that they would take 
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actions to intervene in a list of hypothetical circumstances on a routine basis. The average score 
for this variable is 3.4, higher than the neutral level.  
Neighborhood scale is a dummy variable indicating the size of a neighborhood. It is defined 
by the total number of households living a neighborhood, and is used as a control variable. A 
large-size neighborhood would dampen the effects of communal space because it is more 
difficult to know one another in such a neighborhood. The scale of the 39 neighborhoods ranges 
from 107 to 8,500 households, averaging 1,003 households. Therefore neighborhoods with more 
than 1,000 households are defined as a large neighborhood (coded as 1 and 0 otherwise), which 
account for 23 percent of the sample. 
Control variables. Socio-demographic characteristics are included to control for individual 
variations. These variables include sex (0=female; 1=male), age, household registration status 
(0=migrant, 1=local)25, marital status (0=never married; 1=otherwise); presence of children 
under16 years old (0=no; 1=yes); educational attainment (7-level interval from primary school 
or below to doctoral degree); annual per capita household income; economic sector of work unit 
(1=not working; 2=government agencies; 3= public-sector enterprise, including state-owned 
enterprise and collective enterprise; and 4=private enterprise); length of residence, and 
homeownership (1=owner; 0=other). 
  
                                                             
25 Household registration (hukou) status is an internal “citizenship” system that was introduced in the socialist period 
to control for migration. It is still a powerful social institution in China today. A person is regarded as migrant if s/he 
possesses non-local Guangzhou hukou, and those with local Guangzhou hukou are regarded as locals.   
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Table 4 Measurement of variables for analysis 
Variables Type Mean S.D. Min. Max. No. 
Household level 
Community participation (outcome) count 2.18 2.43 0 10 1809 
Private social capital continuous 11.77 23.78 0 500 1791 
Community social capital interval 3.16 0.87 1 5 1805 
Neighborhood attachment interval 3.63 0.73 1 5 1804 
Uses of communal space      
 
- Self-oriented activities in communal space interval 2.63 1.54 1 5 1799 
- Group activities in communal space interval 2.67 1.66 1 5 1801 
Appraisal of communal space interval 3.10 0.81 1 5 1802 
Homeowner (ref: renter) dummy 0.80 0.40 0 1 1788 
Local (ref: migrant) dummy 0.71 0.45 0 1 1808 
Years of residence (in year) continuous 7.30 5.42 0 38 1804 
Educational attainment interval 3.52 1.41 1 7 1804 
Household income per capita (10,000CNY/yr) continuous 6.77 40.77 0 999 1636 
Work sector categorical     
 
- Not working (e.g. retired) dummy 0.06 0.24 0 1 1809 
- Government agency dummy 0.20 0.40 0 1 1809 
- Public-sector enterprise  dummy 0.25 0.44 0 1 1809 
- Private enterprise (reference) dummy 0.46 0.50 0 1 1809 
Male (ref: female) dummy 0.45 0.50 0 1 1787 
Age continuous 44.87 15.09 15 92 1796 
Never married (ref: otherwise) dummy 0.12 0.32 0 1 1766 
Children (ref: no children under 16) dummy 0.63 0.48 0 1 1714 
Neighborhood level 
Neighborhood communal space  
(ref: limited communal space) dummy 0.59 0.50 0 1 39 
Informal social control continuous 3.40 0.21 2.98 3.94 39 
Neighborhood scale  
(ref: household no. <=1,000) dummy 0.23 0.50 0 1 39 
 
96 
 
Table 5 Questions for key variables 
Concept Dimensions Questions Sources 
Community 
participation 
 Have you ever participated in the following community activities over the past year? 1) voting for 
residents’ committee members; 2) voting for homeowners’ association members; 3) attending HA 
meetings; 4) negotiating with organization candidates; 5) giving opinions to residents’ committee; 
6) giving opinions to homeowners’ association; 7) getting involved in HA work; 8) attending 
hearings; 9) discussing xiaoqu issues at an online forum; 10) filing complaints about incivility in 
xiaoqu. 
Designed by the survey 
team. 
Presence of 
communal space 
 Are the following public places located within your xiaoqu : 1) homeonwers’ club house; 2) a pond 
or a lake; 3) places for consumption, e.g., shops, cafes, restaurants, etc.; 4) swimming pool; 5) 
fitness places, such as basketball court, tennis court, etc.; 6) open spaces, such as parks, gardens, 
and squares etc.. 
Designed by the researcher 
Use of 
communal space 
Frequency of self-
oriented activities 
Over the past six months, how often do you participated in activities in the communal spaces by 
yourself or with your family members, such as walking, exercising, shopping, or other 
recreational activities? 1) never; 2) once a month or less; 3) twice a month; 4) once a week; 5) more 
than once a week. 
Designed by the researcher 
 Frequency of 
group activities 
Over the past six months, how often do you participated in activities in the communal spaces with 
other residents in the xiaoqu, such as walking, exercising, shopping, or other recreational 
activities? 1) never; 2) once a month or less; 3) twice a month; 4) once a week; 5) more than once a 
week. 
Designed by the researcher 
Appraisal of 
communal space 
Satisfaction with 
communal spaces 
Are you satisfied with the following aspects of the neighborhood communal spaces (strongly 
dissatisfied, dissatisfied, neutral, satisfied, strongly satisfied): 1) closeness/accessibility of 
communal space; 2) spaciousness of communal space; 3) esthetics/architectural design; 4) 
landscape design (e.g., trees, water etc.); 5) comfort of rest area; 6) the extent to which communal 
spaces fulfill your needs 
Designed by the survey 
team 
Neighborhood 
attachment 
General 
attachment to the 
neighborhood 
Would you, strongly agree, agree, neither disagree nor agree, disagree, or strongly disagree, that: 1) 
Overall, I feel attached to this neighborhood; 2) I like the neighborhood as a place to live; and 3) I 
would be sorry if I had to move out of the neighborhood. 
Revised based on Buckner, 
1988 and Riger, Lavrakas, 
1981 
Private social 
capital 
Number of 
acquaintance  
Please specify an approximate number of residents in this neighborhood you happen to know by 
name.  
Revised based on E-
neighbors survey (see 
Oidjarv, 2009) 
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Table 5 (cont.) 
  
Concept Dimensions Questions Sources 
Community 
social capital 
Generalized 
reciprocity 
For each of these statements, please tell me whether you strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly 
disagree. 1) Residents in the xiaoqu can get together to handle community affairs; 2) People are 
willing to help one another in xiaoqu; 3) I could rely on my neighbors to help with things such 
as collecting mails, newspaper, and delivered milk etc.; 4) people in the xiaoqu can get along 
with each other;  
Sampson et al, 1997; 
Community 
Survey Questionnaire 
(originally designed to 
measure social capital); 
Gui et al, 2009 
 Mutual trust How strongly do you agree that, 1) this is a cohesive xiaoqu; 2) people in the xiaoqu can be 
trusted; 3) I think a stranger who just moved in xiaoqu can be trusted.   
Sampson et al, 1997 
Informal social 
control 
 Would you say it is very likely, likely, neither likely nor unlikely, unlikely, or very unlikely, that 
you would intervene in various ways if, 1) you noticed problems with regard to neighborhood 
amenities, e.g. the elevator in the building or fire hydrants; 2) you saw uncivil activities regarding 
the xiaoqu environment, such as spitting on the ground and painting graffiti on a building; and 3) 
residents were having confrontations, such as a fight or an oral dispute 
Revised based on Sampson 
et al, 1997 
Neighborhood 
scale 
 Please specify an approximate number of households living in this neighborhood. (This question is 
for HA members only) 
Designed by the survey 
team. 
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4.3.3 Composition of survey sample 
The survey for this study has collected information of 1,809 households in 39 commodity 
housing estates (xiaoqu) in Guangzhou municipality. Table 6 and Table 7 present the sample 
profiles of surveyed neighborhoods and households respectively.  
The 39 neighborhoods have an average number of 1,003 households. Nine (23%) are large-
scale neighborhoods accommodating more than 1,000 households. About 58 percent of these 
estates were built in 2000 or after. In terms of physical settings, the majority (nearly 90 percent) 
of these neighborhoods have physical boundaries, such as walls and fences. All of them have 
security guards at the entrance; but not all of them have restricted access (e.g., ID checks or entry 
registration) – about 68 percent have loose or no access control. Regarding communal space, 
most neighborhoods have at least one type of the listed communal spaces, only four (10 percent) 
have none of these spaces. Nearly 60 percent of them have at least two types of communal 
spaces. The statistics show that the most common communal spaces in these neighborhoods are 
open spaces (e.g., parks, squares) (64%), homeowners’ club house (46%), and sports courts 
(30%). A certain number of the neighborhoods (25%) are equipped with “third places”, such as 
shops/stores. Swimming pool and lake/ponds are less popular, perhaps because only relatively 
upper-scale neighborhoods would incorporate these facilities.  
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Table 6 Sample profile of surveyed neighborhoods 
Neighborhoods N of obs. Percentage Mean S.D. Min. Max. 
Neighborhood scale 39 100.00 1003 1693 107 8500 
- large-scale neighborhood (>1,000 households) 9 23.07 – – – – 
- other 30 76.93 – – – – 
Year of development 38 100.00 – – 1984 2010 
- before 2000 16 42.11 – – – – 
- in 2000 or after 22 57.89 – – – – 
Presence of walls or fences around the estate 39 100.00 – – – – 
- yes 4 10.26 – – – – 
- partly 9 23.07 – – – – 
- no 26 66.67 – – – – 
Guarded access 39 100.00 – – – – 
- yes 39 100.00 – – – – 
- no 0 100.00 – – – – 
ID check or registration for entry 39 100.00 – – – – 
- yes 12 30.77 – – – – 
- selectively 22 56.41 – – – – 
- no 5 12.82 – – – – 
Neighborhood communal space  39 100.00 0.59 0.50 0 1 
- club house 18 46.15 – – – – 
- lake or pond 4 10.26 – – – – 
- “third places” 10 25.64 – – – – 
- swimming pool 7 17.95 – – – – 
- sports court 12 30.77 – – – – 
- open spaces 25 64.10 – – – – 
- none of the above 4 10.26 – – – – 
Source: computed based on survey data 
Table 7 gives socio-demographic characteristics of the households in the sample. 
Homeowners (80%) and those with local household registration (71%) comprise the main body 
of the sample. The average length of residence is 7.3 years.  
Respondents in the survey, who to some extent represent residents of commodity housing 
estates in Guangzhou, have a relatively high socio-economic status as compared with the general 
population. The average household income per capita for the sample reaches 67,000 CNY/year 
(about US$10,000), higher than the 2012 average wages for private-sector employees (33,442 
CNY/year) and non-private sector employees (63,752 CNY/year) in Guangzhou26. Over 60 
                                                             
26 Source: Guangzhou Statistics and Information Website,  
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percent have an educational attainment equivalent with or above high school, as compared 30 
percent for Guangzhou resident population at the same education level in 201027. Moreover, 45 
percent of the sample are employed in public sectors, including government agencies and public-
sector enterprises (state-owned enterprises and collective enterprises).  
Concerning demographic characteristics, the respondents are 45 percent male and aged 45 on 
average. Most of them are married (or ever married) (88%), and have children under 16 (63%).  
Table 7 Sample profile of surveyed households 
Variables N of obs. Percentage Mean S.D. Min. Max. 
Homeowner (ref: renter) 1788 80.00 – – – – 
Local (ref: migrant) 1808 71.00 – – – – 
Years of residence (in year) 1804 – 7.30 5.42 0 38 
Educational attainment 1804 – 3.52 1.41 1 7 
- elementary school or below 170 9.42 – – – – 
- junior high 277 15.35 – – – – 
- senior high or equivalent 451 25.00 – – – – 
- tertiary education 368 20.40 – – – – 
- bachelor 442 24.50 – – – – 
- master 82 4.55 – – – – 
- doctoral 14 0.78 – – – – 
Household income per capita  
(10,000 CNY/yr) 1636 – 6.77 40.77 0 999 
Work sector       
- Not working (e.g. retired) 1809 6.00 – – – – 
- Government agency 1809 20.00 – – – – 
- Public-sector enterprise 1809 25.00 – – – – 
- Private enterprise  1809 46.00 – – – – 
Male (ref: female) 1787 45.00 – – – – 
Age 1796 – 44.87 15.09 15 92 
Never married (ref: 
otherwise) 1766 12.00 0.12 0.32 0 1 
Children  
(ref: no children under 16) 1714 63.00 0.63 0.48 0 1 
 Source: computed based on survey data 
4.4 Case study employing ethnographic approaches 
A complementary case study employing ethnographic approaches has been adopted to triangulate 
                                                                                                                                                                                                    
http://www.gzstats.gov.cn/tjgb/qtgb/201306/t20130613_33278.htm 
27 Source: Guangzhou Statistics and Information Website, 
http://www.gdstats.gov.cn/tjzl/tjfx/201306/t20130618_122619.html 
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information derived from a quantitative analysis and to provide greater depth. The case study is 
intended 1) to provide in-depth demonstrations of the interrelationships among the four 
neighborhood dimensions – communal space, social capital, neighborhood attachment, and 
community participation; and 2) to solicit information that cannot be probed by the quantitative 
survey and to facilitate the understanding of quantitative results. Two phases of fieldwork were 
conducted. The first was carried out from November 15 through November 25, 2012 to conduct 
systematic unobtrusive observations and semi-structured interviews. The second phase of 
fieldwork was conducted from April 10 through April 25, 2013 to collect additional interviews.  
4.4.1 Site selection for case study 
The research site for the case study was selected based on three principles. First, the 
neighborhood is included in the neighborhood sample for the quantitative survey and has a 
homeowners’ association. The existence of HA is critical to learn about residents’ participation in 
public affairs through formal mechanisms. Second, it is a self-contained neighborhood that is 
relatively isolated to rule out influences of social relations imposed by the surrounding 
environments. Finally, it is a medium-size neighborhood (between 25 to 75 percentiles of the 
range of neighborhood scale in the survey sample). A small neighborhood usually has limited 
communal spaces. A large neighborhood makes it difficult to follow behavioral patterns of 
residents because their activities will be sporadic in the neighborhood. Following these principles, 
Kin-Lai Garden located in the northeast of Tianhe district was chosen as my fieldwork site. 
4.4.2 Contexts of the case study 
Urban context 
Kin-Lai Garden (KLG), is located at the fringe of the Tianhe district, the new city center of 
Guangzhou municipality. Situated in the inner suburb, this area is connected to the CBD and 
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other parts of the city by public transit, including two metro lines and a number of bus lines, and 
city expressways. Despite relative geographic isolation, this area may be seen as the northeast 
gateway to the city center – one Guangzhou bus terminal located in the area serves as a 
transportation hub for people traveling between Guangzhou and other cities, especially cities in 
Guangdong province. Additionally, this area is at the exit of a city expressway connecting to 
inter-city highways.  
Within 15-minute walking distance of KLG in the surrounding area there is a hospital, a 
tertiary-education college, an elementary school, a middle school, a research institute, a wet 
market, some restaurants, a shopping mall, several residential neighborhoods, and other public 
facilities such as banks and pharmacies. Further away are South China Agricultural University 
and South China University of Technology. In brief, this residential area, while linked to the city 
center, is a far enough from the city center to be removed from hectic urban life; however at the 
same time the area maintains abundant public facilities for daily life.  
Neighborhood context 
The first phase of construction of KLG was finished in 2002 and the second phase in 2005. It 
occupies 32,900 square meters and has a building area (gross floor area) of 61,280 square meters. 
640 households in total are housed in 16 eleven-story buildings. According to HA members, 95 
percent of the housing units are occupied by homeowners and 5 percent by renters. Both HA 
members and survey statistics suggest that about 70 percent of residents in KLG are migrants 
with non-Guangzhou hukou, partly because of its proximity to the bus terminal. KLG is a 
middle-class neighborhood. The average housing price in this estate in 2012 was 18,000 
CNY/m2, 48 percent higher than the average commodity-housing price of the city in 2012. Some 
residents said that the diverse communal facilities in the neighborhood make it more desirable, 
103 
 
thus justifying its housing prices that are higher than in surrounding neighborhoods. 
Occupational backgrounds of the residents are quite diverse, including professionals from the 
surrounding universities and colleges, employees in government agencies or other public sectors, 
businessmen, and white-collar workers. Many elderly people live here to babysit their 
grandchildren. 
This estate is an enclosed compound with gates and fences (see Figure 13). The two entrance 
gates, equipped with vehicle access control barriers and electric-key devices, are guarded by 
security personnel employed by the property management company. However, outsiders who 
claim to be visitors can easily get access to the compound without any ID checks or registration 
procedure. Although the guards usually do not challenge outsiders, they may check the identities 
of those whose images are perceived negatively such as those who appear to be peddlers or rural 
migrants. Many interview respondents have complained about the loose access control 
performed by the PMC staff, which they believe has threatened the security of the community.  
PMC guards who patrol during the day enhance security of the compound. For example, the 
guards were wary of my presence and activities in the estate until I explained my intention and 
made reference to HA members. Security within the xiaoqu is further augmented by surveillance 
cameras at multiple locations such as parking lots, elevators, entrances, and exits. 
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Figure 13 The east gate (left) and fence of KLG (right) 
(Source: author) 
As Figure 14 illustrates, the layout of the compound has a compact pattern in the shape of a 
polygon. Three borders at the east, the south, and the west are delineated by transparent iron 
fences separating the xiaoqu from its neighbors. A high wall, separating the compound from a 
public road, exists on the northern border. The 16 residential buildings are placed in rows at the 
east, south, and west sides of the estate. These inward-facing buildings create a protected 
common space within the compound; residents sitting on their balconies have a clear view of it. 
Such spatial arrangements ensure that the commons are equally accessible to all households.
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Figure 14 Communal spaces in KLG 
(P1-playground; P2-basketball court; P3-swimming pool; P4-fitness spot; P5-center garden; P6-rest area; P7-a covered parking space. Source: sogou map, 
modified by author)  
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The various communal facilities within this estate provide plenty of outdoor spaces for 
diverse activities. Residents often cite these spaces as one reason that they bought into this 
neighborhood. A playground (P1) at the west entrance is equipped with exercising and 
entertainment facilities such as horizontal bars and swings. Right next to the playground is a 
multi-functional basketball court (P2), bounded by tall transparent fences. It is this estate’s 
largest outdoor space and one of the most popular spaces. A paved way leads from the 
basketball court to an unused swimming pool (P3), which is encircled by steel fences and a 
border of bushes. The swimming pool has been out of service since January 2012. Located at 
the east of the swimming pool is a parking lot which used to be a tennis court. Its east corner 
is partitioned to use as a community trash collection site. A center garden (P5) situated at the 
central position of the compound is a circulation hub which people pass through every day. It 
also provides ample space for people to rest and play. Surrounding the center garden are some 
small-scale open spaces, including a fitness spot (P4) equipped with various exercise 
equipment and a rest area (P6) with a kids’ slide and a pavilion. Other than these open spaces, 
the covered parking spaces (e.g. P7) on the ground level of each residential building provide 
additional spaces for various activities during the daytime when these spaces are unoccupied. 
Other communal areas in the neighborhood include a small grocery store and a kindergarten. 
The kindergarten is open to children from KLG and surrounding neighborhoods.  
Paved or grassed pedestrian pathways and five segments of private roads connect 
communal spaces in KLG. The roads are designed for circulation of pedestrians and vehicles, 
and the speed of vehicles is reduced by speed bumps. While the private roads link the 
compound to the outside and allow internal traffic to bypass the commons at the center, the 
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pedestrian pathways connect communal spaces at different parts of the estate. In addition to 
circulation, these streets and paths are also frequently used spaces for various activities, such 
as rest, jogging, and talking.  Overall, communal spaces in the compound are well landscaped 
and have plenty of tree canopy. Yet, many facilities are not well maintained and show signs of 
wear. Many residents interviewed complained that the PMC does a poor job of maintaining 
and upkeep of neighborhood amenities.  
Neighborhood governance 
As discussed in Chapter Two, Residents’ Committee (RC), property management company 
(PMC), and homeowners association (HA) are three major entities that are involved in 
community affairs in KLG. The RC is a grassroots government agency at the local level, 
which is under the purview of Changxing Street Office in Tianhe District. Its administrative 
territory – Kin-Lai shequ – conforms to the geographic boundaries of KLG. The primary 
responsibilities of the RC are to provide welfare services, perform designated social 
management (e.g., managing registration of migrants and assisting with family planning 
work), and facilitate organization of the state-led Community Building campaigns and events. 
In particular, the RC assists the Street Office with overseeing the activities of KLG’s HA and 
sometimes may intervene in HA-related issues, e.g., the election of HA members. According 
to KLG’s HA members, the Street Office and RC tend to play a passive role in helping with 
the establishment of the HA and “find excuses to hinder the process” (interview with HA 
members). Ordinary residents (non-NA members) suggest that they have little interaction 
with the RC most of the time.  
The HA in KLG is a second-generation association established in 2012. It has seven 
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members, with one director and one vice director. The HA members age between 30 and 60. 
Four of them are Communist Party members. Responsibilities of the HA include supervising 
KLG’s PMC, managing collective income of homeowners generated from common parts of 
the estate, and executing decisions made by the homeowners assembly. During my fieldwork, 
the newly-established HA was mainly addressing the handover from the former HA and 
preparing for recruiting a new PMC.  
The property management company in KLG has been managing the compound since May 
2011. Their responsibilities include sanitation, security, and maintenance of the compound. 
The manage fee for a household is 1 CNY/m2, relatively low compared with other xiaoqu in 
Guangzhou. Most of my interviewees are satisfied with the rate but they also complain about 
the quality of service provided by this PMC. For example, the company employs elderly 
security personnel who may not qualify for the positions and poorly maintains the 
neighborhood environment. According to HA members, although homeowners should have 
the right to dismiss a PMC, the current company was on a contractual relationship with the 
former HA and refused to comply with requests from current HA to improve their services. A 
recent homeowners’ assembly held in April 2013 has authorized the HA to act on behalf of 
homeowners to replace the current PMC with a new one by taking legal actions.  
4.4.3 Qualitative data collection 
Observation 
Systematic observation in KLG was carried out during the first phase of the qualitative study 
in November, 2012. In order to learn about the background and overall neighborhood 
environment, two initial visits were paid to the neighborhood before formal fieldwork was 
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launched. During the two initial visits, I identified seven major spots that were clearly defined 
locations of activity in the neighborhood communal space shown in Figure 15: P1- a 
playground with exercising facilities located at the entrance of the estate; P2- a basketball & 
badminton court; P3- an unused swimming pool; P4- a fitness spot with exercising facilities; 
P5- a center garden; P6- a rest area with a slide and a pavilion; and P7- an covered parking 
space. No informal meeting places were identified in the neighborhood except a small 
grocery store. Therefore my observation is restricted to the seven spots. An observation 
protocol was developed and revised through two pilot observations during two weekdays. 
 
Figure 15 Pictures of spots for observation  
(P1-playground; P2-basketball court; P3-swimming pool; P4-fitness spot; P5-center garden; P6-rest area; P7-a 
covered parking space. Source: author) 
The formal systematic observation lasted from November 17 (Saturday) through 
November 24 (Saturday). Intensive observations were carried out during one weekend 
(Saturday and Sunday) and two weekdays (Tuesday and Thursday), from 8 am through 9 pm. 
The intensive observations for four full days ensured that activities on the seven spots were 
documented at least once every two hours. I adopted a walk-about approach during the 
observation. Specifically, I divided a day of observation into 7 periods: 8am-10am, 10am-
12pm, 12pm-2pm, 2pm-4pm, 4pm-6pm, 6pm-8pm, and 8pm-9pm. For each period, I walked 
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about the neighborhood from P1 to P7 and stayed in each spot for 15 minutes for observation, 
as Figure 16 illustrates. One round of observation was finished when I had visited each spot 
and documented activities. At least one round of observation was conducted in each period. 
Between two rounds of observation, I walked around the neighborhood and made casual 
observations, sometimes talked to people to get more sense of the physical and social 
environment.  
 
Figure 16 Floor plan of Kin-Lai Garden  
(P1-playground; P2-basketball court; P3-swimming pool; P4-fitness spot; P5-center garden; P6-rest area; P7-a 
covered parking space. The circled figures indicate sequential paths for observation. Source: author) 
Through unobtrusive, but systematic, observation, I documented people’s behavioral 
patterns in each of the seven areas. Specifically, I documented the number of people present 
at the spot, their demographic characteristics (elderly, male/female adults, or children), their 
activities (walking, resting, playing badminton/basketball, children playing, talking, or 
exercising), and ways of interaction (self-oriented or group activities). Because people are 
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moving around, I only documented people who lingered or stayed in the spot during my 
observation. Abbreviations were used in the field notes. Photos, drawings, and field notes 
were used to facilitate the documentation. 
Semi-structured depth interviews 
During the two phases of fieldwork, residents were selected from the communal spaces using 
a convenience sampling strategy or introduced by existing interviewees (snowball sample) 
for semi-structured in-depth interviews. The interviews were mainly tailored to homeowners 
and those who had lived in the neighborhood for over three months. Only residents who 
appeared to be adults were selected. Additional interviews with HA members and property 
management company staff (e.g., security guards) were conducted as well.  
Interview questions were designed to solicit information concerning six aspects (see Table 
10) – the four dimensions regarding the research objective (uses and appraisal of communal 
spaces, local social capital, community sentiment, and participation in informal and formal 
community affairs), plus questions providing contextual information, such as socio-
demographic composition and residential stability of the neighborhood, and the interviewees’ 
residential background (e.g., socio-demographic characteristics and residential history). 
In total, 22 in-depth interviews with ordinary residents, three with HA members, two 
group interviews with homeowners and HA members, and three casual conversations with a 
security guard and two homeowners were conducted. Table 8 presents the background 
information of interview participants omitting the three casual conversations. The participants 
are coded with numbers in sequence. 14 out of 25 individuals are males. Most of them are 
homeowners, while others live with their family members who are homeowners. The 
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majority of them have lived in the neighborhood for five years or longer. Estimated ages 
range from approximately 30 to 60.   
Table 8 Profile of interview participants 
Case No. Sex Estimated age Ownership Years of residence HA member? 
No. 1 male 60 daughter is owner 7 years no 
No. 2 female 56 owner 6 years no 
No. 3 female 56 son is owner over 7 years no 
No. 4 male 33 owners 10 years no 
No. 5 female 35 owner 7 years no 
No. 6 female 57 son is owner 10 years no 
No. 7 male 60 daughter is owner 6 years no 
No. 8 female 32 owner 5 years no 
No. 9 female 40 owner 7 years no 
No. 10 female 28 owner over 7 years no 
No. 11 group interview -- -- -- 
ordinary residents 
and HA members 
No. 12 male 50 owner 7 years no 
No. 13 male 35 owner 6 years no 
No. 14 male 40 owner 5 years no 
No. 15 female 36 owner 5 years no 
No. 16 male 33 owner 6 years no 
No. 17 male 30 owner 3 mon no 
No. 18 female 30 owner 3 years no 
No. 19 female 33 owner 3 years no 
No. 20 male 60 daughter is owner 3 mon no 
No. 21 male 40 sister is owner 10 years no 
No. 22 male 65 daughter is owner 10 years  no 
No. 23 male 33 owner 3 years no 
No. 24 male 50 owner 7 years yes 
No. 25 group interview -- -- -- HA members 
No. 26 male 54 owner 7 years yes 
No. 27 female 45 owner 7 years yes 
4.5 Analysis of survey data  
The association between neighborhood communal space and community participation is 
examined in a step-wise manner, as illustrated in Table 9. Four stages of analyses are 
performed, addressing different sets of research questions. A series of hypotheses are 
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developed to guide the analyses.  
Step 1. The first step addresses the first research question: does neighborhood communal 
space contribute to local population’s community participation? This step of analysis serves 
as a prerequisite of the subsequent stages that purport to substantiate the “social-capital 
mechanism” versus the “intra-psychic mechanism”. In other words, if the pathways exist by 
which neighborhood communal space affects community participation, one may expect to 
find systematic differences in participatory behaviors between neighborhoods with more 
communal spaces and those with limited communal space (Hypothesis 1). The rationale is 
that more communal spaces would create more opportunities for residents to participate in 
outdoor activities in the neighborhood.  
Hypothesis 1 The presence of more communal spaces within a neighborhood is positively 
associated the local population’s community participation, net of effects of the social context 
and household-level factors. 
As Figure 17 shows, neighborhood communal space is assessed at the neighborhood level 
and its effect is examined while the social context (informal social control), neighborhood 
scale, and other household-level variables are controlled.  
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Figure 17 Conceptual diagram of step one 
The integration of both the household- and neighborhood-levels calls for a multi-level 
mixed-effects model so that within-neighborhood variations conditioned by individual 
characteristics and between-neighborhood variations conditioned by neighborhood contexts 
can be estimated. Because the outcome variable, community participation, is a count variable 
with a relatively large number of 0’s (34%) and its distribution is over-dispersed28, meaning 
its variance is larger than the mean. Therefore, an over-dispersed hierarchical Poisson model 
is employed using the statistical software of HLM 6.02 (Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, & 
Congdon, 2004). 
Step 2. If the positive association between neighborhood communal space and 
community participation is substantiated in Step 1, does communal space exert direct or 
indirect effects? Step 2 aims to address this question before a more systemic investigation of 
the two mechanisms proposed is performed in Step 3. In this step, communal space is 
measured at the individual level by respondents’ uses and environmental appraisal of 
                                                             
28 Over-dispersed or overdispersion is a term used in statistics to describe the presence of greater variability of 
the data than would be expected under the assumption of a particular model, e.g., Poisson model or a binomial 
model. 
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communal space. Negative binomial regression model is employed as the analytical 
technique because it takes into account the overdispersion issue associated with count 
variables as the dependent variable (community participation) (Allison & Waterman, 2002).  
Both the social capital mechanism and the intra-physic mechanism suggest that 
neighborhood communal space affects participation through indirect pathways. It is therefore 
hypothesized that,   
Hypothesis 2 Effects of neighborhood communal space on community participation, 
indicated by uses and appraisal of communal space, are explained by neighborhood-based 
social capital and neighborhood attachment. 
Hypothesis 2.1 Effects of uses of communal space can be explained by neighborhood-
based social capital and neighborhood attachment. 
Hypothesis 2.2 Effects of appraisal of communal space can be explained by 
neighborhood-based social capital and neighborhood attachment. 
Two separate models are carried out to test Hypothesis 2. As Figure 18 illustrates, in 
Model 1, the dependent variable, community participation, is regressed on a set of variables 
measuring uses and appraisal of neighborhood communal space, controlling for other socio-
demographic factors. This model aims to discern association between the measures of 
communal space and community participation without intervening variables. In Model 2, the 
three variables measuring social capital and neighborhood attachment are introduced. If 
neighborhood communal space has indirect effects on community participation through either 
social capital or place attachment, one should expect to find changes in the magnitude or 
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significance level of the coefficients for the variables of neighborhood communal space when 
variables of social capital and neighborhood attachment are included in Model 2.  
 
Figure 18 Conceptual diagram of step two 
Step 3. If the indirect effects of communal space can be verified in Step 2, this step 
moves forward to systematically examine the pathways of its effects through neighborhood-
based social capital and neighborhood attachment, responding to the second and the third 
research questions.  
The interdependent nature of communal space, social capital, neighborhood attachment, 
and community participation suggests the need for path analysis, a special case of structural 
equation modeling (SEM) strategy developed for analysis with dependencies of a set of 
variables with directed paths (Kline, 1998). Path analysis allows researchers to discern direct 
and indirect pathways of effects among interacting factors. A path analysis model 
simultaneously estimates a number of linear equations, with the number of equations equal to 
the number of endogenous variables (the equivalents of dependent variables in single-
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equation models), which are dependent upon other endogenous or exogenous variables (the 
equivalents of independent variables in single-equation models) (Kline, 1998).  
Figure 19 depicts the conceptual diagram of the path analysis, showing hypothesized 
paths of associations among variables building on the proposed theoretical framework. The 
endogenous variables include community participation (CP), private social capital (PSC), 
community social capital (CSC), and neighborhood attachment (NA), all of which are subject 
to a number of exogenous variables, including frequency of uses of communal spaces, 
satisfaction with communal spaces, and socio-demographic control variables. Considering the 
parsimony of the model, the variables of self-oriented activities and group-oriented activities 
in communal spaces are collapsed into one variable – the values of the former two variables 
are taken average to measure frequency of uses of neighborhood communal spaces. 
 
Figure 19 Conceptual paradigm for path analysis  
(PSC - private social capital; CSC - community social capital; NA - neighborhood attachment; CP - community 
participation) 
Building on the theoretical framework, three sets of hypotheses are proposed. Hypothesis 
3 speculates the association between neighborhood communal space and community 
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participation. Both social capital mechanism and intra-physic mechanism indicate effects of 
communal space are mediated by neighborhood-based social capital or neighborhood 
attachment. It is hence expected that only significant indirect effects of the two indicators of 
communal space – uses and appraisal of communal space – would be observed. 
Hypothesis 3 Neighborhood communal space has indirect rather than direct effects on 
community participation.  
Hypothesis 3.1 Frequency of uses of communal space has significant indirect effects on 
community participation. 
Hypothesis 3.2 Appraisal of communal space has significant indirect effects on 
community participation. 
Hypothesis 4.1 and Hypothesis 4.2 are developed from the social capital mechanism and 
the intra-physic mechanism respectively. According to the social capital mechanism, 
community participation is mainly driven by social relations among group members 
(Hypothesis 4.1a &b). Neighborhood attachment (NA), in contrast, has little or only indirect 
effects (Hypothesis 4.1c). Because most literature has emphasized strong associations 
between community social capital and participation, it is assumed that private social capital 
has weaker direct effects on participation as compared with community social capital 
(Hypothesis 4.1b).  
Hypothesis 4.1 (Social capital mechanism) Neighborhood-based social capital has 
significant and positive effects on community participation; neighborhood attachment has 
non-significant effects on participation or only indirect effects through social capital. 
Hypothesis 4.1a Community social capital exerts direct positive effects on community 
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participation. 
Hypothesis 4.1b Private social capital exerts weaker effects than community social capital 
on community participation. 
Hypothesis 4.1c Neighborhood attachment has non-significant direct effect on community 
participation. 
The intra-physic mechanism, on the other hand, assumes that neighborhood attachment 
has direct positive effects on community participation (Hypothesis 4.2a), whereas social 
capital mainly works indirectly through attachment (Hypothesis 4.2b).  
Hypothesis 4.2 (Intra-physic mechanism) Neighborhood attachment has significant and 
positive effects on community participation; neighborhood-based social capital has only 
indirect effects through attachment.  
Hypothesis 4.2a Neighborhood attachment has significant and positive effects on 
participation. 
Hypothesis 4.2b Both private and community social capital exert indirect effects on 
participation through attachment. 
Hypotheses 5.1 and 5.2 pertain to the relationship between neighborhood communal 
space on the one hand, and neighborhood-based social capital and neighborhood attachment 
respectively, on the other. Because neighborhood communal space at the individual level is 
examined from both uses and subjective evaluation, it is plausible that the two indicators 
have effects on participation through different pathways.   
The social capital mechanism views communal space as a social venue, it is therefore 
hypothesized that frequency of uses of neighborhood communal space affects community 
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participation mainly through neighborhood-based social capital (Hypothesis 5.1).  
Hypothesis 5.1 (Social capital mechanism) Frequency of uses of neighborhood 
communal space affects community participation through social capital effects.  
Hypothesis 5.1a Frequency of uses of neighborhood communal space is positively 
associated with private social capital and community social capital. 
Hypothesis 5.1b Frequency of uses of neighborhood communal space is non-significantly 
associated with neighborhood attachment. 
Hypothesis 5.1c Indirect effects of uses of neighborhood communal space on community 
participation through neighborhood-based social capital are stronger than its indirect effects 
through neighborhood attachment. 
The intra-physic mechanism, however, assumes that environmental appraisal produces 
indirect effects on community participation mainly through neighborhood attachment rather 
than local social capital (Hypothesis 5.2).  
Hypothesis 5.2 (Intra-physic mechanism) Environmental appraisal of communal space 
affects community participation mainly through neighborhood attachment. 
Hypothesis 5.2a Perception of neighborhood communal space is non-significantly 
associated with neighborhood-based social capital. 
Hypothesis 5.2b Appraisal of neighborhood communal space is positively associated with 
neighborhood attachment. 
Hypothesis 5.2c Indirect effects of appraisal of neighborhood communal space on 
community participation through neighborhood attachment are stronger than its indirect 
effects through neighborhood-based social capital. 
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Step 4. In the last step of quantitative analyses, whether uses of communal space are 
affected by certain spatial attributes of communal space is examined. The analysis aims to 
identify important physical features that encourage people’s usage of communal space. 
Simple multivariate regression is performed. Frequency of activities in neighborhood 
communal space is regressed on individuals’ evaluation of the six spatial attributes of 
community space while controlling for socio-demographic variables. These six aspects 
include accessibility, spaciousness, esthetics/architectural design, landscape design, comfort 
of rest area, and fulfillment of needs.  
Table 9 Model building for hypotheses testing 
Independent/Exogenous variables Intervening variables Outcomes 
Step 1 Multi-level model – Hypothesis 1 
- Neighborhood communal space 
- Informal social control 
- Private social capital 
- Community social capital 
- Neighborhood attachment 
- Control variables 
NA Community participation 
Step 2 Negative binomial regression models – Hypothesis 2 
- Self-oriented activities in communal 
space 
- Group activities in communal space 
- Environmental appraisal of communal 
space 
- Control variables 
- Private social capital 
- Community social capital 
- Neighborhood attachment 
Community participation 
Step 3 Path analysis – Hypotheses 3-5 
- Frequency of uses of communal space  
- Environmental appraisal of communal 
space 
- Control variables 
- Private social capital 
- Community social capital 
- Neighborhood attachment 
Community participation 
Step 4 Multivariate linear regression 
- Satisfaction with spatial attributes 
- Control variables 
 NA Frequency of uses of 
communal space 
Note: control variables include length of residence, demographic variables and socio-economic status variables 
4.6 Analysis of qualitative data 
The ethnographic data, including observations and interviews, have been coded based on 
general theme categories shown in Table 10, while inductive coding from the bottom up has 
been adopted to identify sub-themes from the fieldwork data. Observation of communal 
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space has been coded based on location, size/scale, function, and spatial relations. For usage 
of the communal space, observations and interviews have been combined to explore actors 
and activities in the place, and residents’ subjective evaluation of it.  
Data under the theme category of local social capital has been coded based on private 
social capital and community social capital. I expect this will reveal information regarding 
ways in which local residents establish neighborhood-based social capital, reasons for them 
to trust or distrust other residents in the neighborhood, and how social capital affects their 
participation in community affairs.  
The theme categories for neighborhood attachment are broadly divided into a physical 
dimension and a social dimension. Interview data is further coded based on specific aspects 
that respondents relate to their community sentiment. This information is important to 
determine the source of neighborhood attachment and the meaning of the place to them.  
Finally, the theme categories of community participation include past experiences of civic 
participation, willingness for future participation, and general perception of community 
affairs. This section is intended to seek reasons for residents to intervene or not to intervene 
in community affairs and to determine the roles of neighborhood-based social capital and 
neighborhood attachment in their decisions.  
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Table 10 Ethnography protocol 
Themes domains and category Data source Sample questions 
Neighborhood context information 
- Population 
- Socio-economic status 
- Demographic composition 
- Residential stability 
- Neighborhood history 
- Community activities  
Interview with management company 
staff and HA members 
How many residents are there in the neighborhood? 
Where are they mostly from?  
Do they share similar social backgrounds? 
Do people move a lot in the neighborhood? Why? 
Could you tell me more about the history of neighborhood? 
How is the HA established? 
What activities do HA do? Do people participate actively? Why? 
Resident background information Residential history from interview with 
residents 
When did you move to this neighborhood? 
Why did you move to this neighborhood? 
What factors did you consider when you decided to move to this 
neighborhood? 
Physical attributes of communal space 
- Location 
- Size/scale 
- Function 
- Spatial setting and relations 
Field observation  
Use of communal space 
- Age group 
- Activities and behavioral patterns 
- Evaluation/Satisfaction  
Field observation; interview with 
residents 
What do you usually do within the neighborhood outside your home? Why? 
Do you get to know your neighbors in the communal spaces? 
What do you like about the neighborhood public places and what don’t you 
like about them? 
Local social capital Interview with residents How much do you know about your neighbors?  
How do you get to know your neighbors? 
What do you usually do with your neighbors?  
Do you have close friends in this neighborhood? Why or why not? 
What kinds of issues would you discuss with your neighbors? 
- Private social capital  
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Table 10 (cont.) 
 
Themes domains and category Data source Sample questions 
- Community social capital  What do you think about residents in the neighborhood in general? 
Do you think residents in your neighborhood are trustworthy in general? Why 
or why not? 
How do people get along with each other? 
Non-local social capital Interview with residents Who do you mostly deal with in your daily life?  
What do you usually do outside the neighborhood?  
Who do you interact most with regard to entertainment, travel or other leisure 
activities? 
Neighborhood attachment 
- Physical environment 
- Social environment 
Interview with residents Do you consider the neighborhood as your home? 
What does it mean to you?  
In what sense do you feel that way? 
Community participation Interview with residents Have you ever tried to intervene in various ways to solve any community 
issues? 
Have you organized any actions or joint other residents to improve the 
neighborhood environment or solve neighborhood problems? 
Why did (or didn’t) you participate in these activities?  
How did you get involved in these activities? 
- Past experience with neighborhood 
community affairs 
 
- Willingness of future participation in 
public affairs 
 Do you think residents in this neighborhood are active in intervening in 
community affairs of the neighborhood? Why or why not? 
What would you do if some collective interests are threatened or at risk? Why 
would you do that? 
- General perception of community affairs  
 
 
To what extent would you say that local residents are willing to participate in 
community affairs in the neighborhood?  
What do you think are the difficulties facing the local population to act 
collectively to pursue the community public good? 
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Chapter Five. The Physical Context of Community Participation 
This chapter responds to the first research question: does neighborhood communal space matter 
for a local population’s community participation? Specifically the association between 
community participation and neighborhood communal space are examined. I first present an 
overview of community participation, describing specific community activities that local 
residents participate in, and frequencies of these activities. Then results of quantitative analysis 
are given concerning community participation in relation to communal space at both the 
neighborhood and individual levels. Finally, disparities in community participation among 
different socio-demographic groups are presented.  
5.1 Community participation: An overview 
This study defines community participation as a local population’s voluntary involvement in 
community political or social affairs. In the quantitative analyses, two forms of participation are 
examined: informal routine activities (e.g., reporting neighborhood problems, discussing 
community issues with neighbors) and organized associational activities (e.g., voting for HA 
members, attending homeowners’ meetings). For the case study, collective actions, e.g., 
confrontational activities, are also considered in addition to the other two forms of participation. 
5.1.1 Evidence from survey data: A general pattern 
This survey asked residents whether they ever participated in a number of community activities 
over the past one year (Table 11). These activities fall in two broad categories: organized 
associational activities and informal routine activities. Overall, 64 percent of the survey 
respondents indicated that they participated in at least one of these activities during the past year. 
This figure is higher than the participation rates observed for shequ service programs (55.3%) for 
Beijing residents (Xu, 2007) and that of engagement in shequ organizations observed in 
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Shanghai (Gui, Ma, & Muhlhahn, 2009). Most activities respondents participated in concentrate 
in the category concerning community organizations (59%), such as voting for residents’ 
committee or homeowners’ association members. Informal routine activities, which are 
spontaneous activities that individuals may undertake without collective efforts, engage a 
relatively small proportion of residents (31%). In this category, residents are the most active in 
intervening in neighborhood problems and incivility.  
Table 11 Tabulation of community participation 
Community participation Positive responses Percentage 
Informal routine activities 555 30.68 
reporting neighborhood problems 388 21.45 
attending hearings 214 11.83 
discussing xiaoqu issues at an online forum 138 7.63 
Organized associational activities 1,073 59.31 
voting for homeowners’ association members 784 43.34 
giving opinions to homeowners’ association 598 33.06 
voting for residents’ committee members 564 31.18 
attending homeowners assembly 440 24.32 
giving opinions to residents’ committee 420 21.22 
negotiating with organization candidates 228 12.60 
getting involved in HA work 169 9.34 
Ever participated 1,152 63.68 
No. of observations 1,809 100.00 
  Source: computed based on survey data 
 
Residents’ responses regarding their willingness to engage in community participation may 
provide more insights into the rationale for their actions. In the survey, people were asked about 
the likelihood for them to participate in a number of hypothetical scenarios, including whether 
they would take an active or a passive role in addressing community issues, and whether they 
would spend time or money in a community program. As Table 12 shows, although all four 
questions receive overall positive feedback (over half of them indicated “likely” or “very likely”), 
respondents are the most likely to get involved in collective efforts initiated by others (76% 
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positive), rather than the other way around (59% positive); in addition, they are more likely to 
invest time (60% positive) rather than money (54% positive) in a potentially beneficial 
community program. These results may imply that residents in these neighborhoods tend to play 
a passive role in community activities but would be more likely to act collectively when they are 
properly mobilized. In addition, economic capital, e.g., income, could be a constraint on 
community participation in that the respondents express a lower degree of willingness to invest 
money rather than time on community programs. 
Table 12 Willingness of community participation 
 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 
very unlikely 171 (9.48%) 71 (3.94%) 110 (6.10%) 140 (7.76%) 
unlikely 349 (19.36%) 162 (8.99%) 252 (13.97%) 293 (16.23%) 
don’t know 227 (12.59%) 192 (10.65%) 352 (19.51%) 394 (21.83%) 
likely 742 (41.15%) 915 (50.75%) 888 (49.22%) 831 (46.04%) 
very likely 314 (17.42%) 463 (25.68%) 202 (11.20%) 147 (8.14%) 
Total 1,803  1,803  1,804  1,805 
Note: Q1. If a problem affects your neighborhood as a whole, would you take the initiative to motivate other 
residents to solve the problem? Q2. If a problem affects your neighborhood as a whole, would you join other 
residents to solve this problem? Q3. If a community program does not directly benefit you, would you spend your 
time on it? Q4. If a community program does not directly benefit you, would you spend money on it?  
5.1.2 Insights from interview data 
In the case study, respondents were asked whether they had ever intervened in various ways to 
solve community issues or participated in any organized collective activities, such as activities 
related to HA and collective actions. These interview materials reveal forms of community 
participation that are broadly in line with the survey data; they also provide more insights into 
these participatory behaviors.  
Informal routine activities 
Most respondents reported that they used to solve some minor neighborhood problems through 
individual efforts in the past, but some were more active than others. Most of these activities take 
the form of reporting problems to the PMC which affect residents’ immediate environment, such 
as not-working elevator or broken light bulbs in the hallway of the individual’s residential 
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building. Some residents are more active than others in addressing problems that affect the 
broader community environment such as sanitation, safety, and beautification of communal 
spaces and amenities. For example, one resident turned to the PMC when street lamps were 
broken or grass and trees needed trimming. Another resident had persistently urged the PMC to 
fix a leaking faucet in a common restroom. Some active community members are also attentive 
to various community issues and news by ways of, for example, reading the billboards, following 
progress of particular community issues, and engaging in on-line or face-to-face conversations 
concerning community issues with other residents. Much discussion and information exchange 
concerning the community take place on two web-based QQ29 groups that are accessible to HA 
members and homeowners. While most residents are part of an audience in the groups, some 
active community members use the platform to disseminate information, exchange opinions, and 
share grievances concerning community affairs. Community activists, especially HA members, 
may also pay informal visits to one another and have casual conversations about community 
issues at home.  
Organized associational activities 
Informal routine participation is the basic level of participation because it usually involves 
neighborhood problems that directly affect residents’ daily life, can be easily handled by 
individuals, and requires minimum investment of time, money, energy, and other resources. 
However, the informal way of participation does not necessarily translate into involvement in 
broader community affairs, such as HA-related activities and collective actions.  
In the case study of KLG, participation in HA-related activities in KLG ranges from 
attending homeowners’ assembly, observing regular HA meetings, giving opinions to HA, 
helping HA with organizational activities, and becoming an HA member. Attending homeowners’ 
                                                             
29 An instant messenger application for chatting like MSN and whatsApp 
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assembly is the lowest level and the most common way of involvement in HA activities. 
According to Guidelines of Homeowners' Assembly and Homeowners' Association (MOHURD, 
2009), a homeowners’ assembly is mandatory to make collective decisions concerning major 
community issues, such as election of HA members, dismissing/recruiting the property 
management company, use and (re)distribution of common incomes and so forth. At the time of 
my fieldwork in April 2013, the HA in KLG held a homeowners’ assembly in the form of a 
survey (it is locally referred to as “sweep the building”, or saolou) to collect homeowners’ 
opinions regarding replacement of the existing PMC. The HA distributed 627 questionnaires 
from door to door which asked whether homeowners agreed to change current PMC and to 
authorize HA to recruit a new company. 376 questionnaires were returned, meaning that about 60 
percent of homeowners participated in the assembly. Over 97 percent of the votes supported 
hiring a new PMC and supported the HA sentiment.   
The participation rate of 60 percent seemed satisfactory and many interview respondents also 
showed supportive attitudes towards those decisions. However, this result might be partly 
attributed to efforts made by HA members to mobilize the community, because they had to get 
consent from over half of the homeowners in order to replace the PMC. In this sense, attending 
HA assembly is a relatively passive form of participation as compared with other forms of 
engagement. Very few residents responded positively to questions about their active engagement 
in other HA-related activities. Such engagement is limited to a small group of community 
activists. For example, only three homeowners observed the first HA meeting in 2013.  
Most community activists perceived the majority of homeowners as passive and apathetic 
about associational activities. When asked why 40 percent of homeowners did not participate in 
the assembly, one community activist who had assisted with organizing the assembly responded, 
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“some of them didn’t care, some were absent from home or on a trip. They [homeowners] 
thought we were annoying and that whoever manages the estate makes no difference for them.” 
The indifferent attitudes of ordinary homeowners towards associational activities were also 
shared by the vice director of the HA who estimated that only about 30 percent of the 
homeowners were concerned with community issues. While allocation of time and other 
resources are major impediments to homeowners’ participation in associational activities, 
interviews also show that the widely-expressed distrust in HA among KLG residents, as revealed 
in Section 6.2, has undermined community social capital and discouraged active engagement of 
homeowners. On the other hand, the numerous difficulties and frustration involved in HA 
activities and limited support from homeowners can also deter less determined community 
activists from continued participation. 
Collective actions 
KLG has been through a number of collective actions since 2005. Most of these activities were 
motivated by conflicts of interests between the developer or the PMC and homeowners. As 
discussed in Chapter Two, the murky ownership of common properties of an enclosed estate and 
poorly defined regulations on property management have provided the developer and the PMC 
lucrative opportunities to manage a neighborhood. In KLG, the attempts of the developer to 
maximize its profits in the neighborhood by, for example, raising management fees and selling 
parking lots, have challenged the common interests of homeowners. Accumulated grievances and 
discontent then gave rise to confrontational actions.  
One exemplary collective action is the event of “land enclosure” in KLG that happened in 
2009. What was a parcel of green space at the north border of the neighborhood is now occupied 
by an unfinished building behind the wall. This piece of land was originally set aside for a 
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community clubhouse included in the third phase of construction. The developer, however, 
attempted to take that piece of land and the land currently occupied by the swimming pool and 
the basketball court in order to develop a commercial project. Therefore, the developer enclosed 
the green space, the swimming pool and the basketball court by constructing walls surrounding 
the area. The residents were agitating and acted collectively to pull down the walls. These actions 
later developed into serious violent confrontations between the developer and the residents. This 
event had attracted wide media attention. Most residents at the time witnessed the event and over 
one hundred were directly involved in the action in one way or another. A small group of 
community activists, including members of the first-generation HA, were at the forefront of the 
neighborhood opposition and took the lead in efforts against the developer, while other residents, 
like many interview respondents, stood behind to boost the morale of the crowd. The residents 
finally successfully took back the swimming pool and the basketball court. The area of the 
original green space, upon which a building for unknown use is constructed, remains in the hand 
of the developer at the time of this writing and HA efforts continue to reclaim the land.  
While many collective actions in KLG have been led by the HA, some were spontaneously 
organized by a segment of affected homeowners. For example, one resident joined with her 
neighbors in the same building to appeal to the local government and successfully had a mobile 
phone signal tower removed from her building. 
5.2 Community participation and neighborhood contexts 
5.2.1 Descriptive results 
Community participation is conditioned on both the physical and social contexts of a 
neighborhood. Figure 20 shows average counts of community participation for individuals given 
different neighborhood contextual factors – neighborhood communal space, neighborhood scale, 
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and aggregate informal social control. The descriptive results show that residents in 
neighborhoods with more communal spaces on average have slightly higher counts of 
community participation than those with limited communal space. Small-scale neighborhoods 
also have more active community participation. In addition, higher levels of participation are 
reported in neighborhoods where there is a higher degree of aggregate informal social control 
(ISC).  
 
Figure 20 Descriptive results of community participation and neighborhood contexts  
(Note: communal space in the questionnaire does not include those that are common in all neighborhoods, such as 
streets and sidewalks; small and large (more than 1,000 household) refer to neighborhood scale; high ISC means 
neighborhoods with average score of informal social control at the community level higher than the grand mean 
value 3.6, otherwise for low ISC. Source: computed based on survey data) 
5.2.2 Presence of communal space and community participation 
This section presents statistical results of the first step of quantitative analysis. Hypothesis 1 is 
tested using a multilevel regression model. It predicts that neighborhoods with more communal 
spaces have a significantly higher level of community participation than those with limited 
communal space, controlling for the neighborhood social context and household-level factors.  
In the regression model, the dependent variable is self-reported counts of community 
participation at the individual level, ranging from 0 to 10. Independent variables include 
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neighborhood-level variables – neighborhood communal space (1=various; 0=limited), 
neighborhood scale (1=more than 1,000 households; 0=otherwise), and an aggregate level of 
informal social control (five-level interval), and individual-level factors – number of 
acquaintances in the neighborhood as a proxy of private social capital, community social capital 
(five-level interval), overall neighborhood attachment (five-level interval), and other socio-
demographic variables.  
Table 13 gives the model results. The fitness estimate (0.602) suggests that group means of 
community participation vary across neighborhoods (the more variations between groups, the 
closer the value is to 1), indicating the reliability of the multilevel model. Robust standard errors 
are reported which are relatively insensitive to misspecification of the model and the 
distributional assumptions at each level (Raudenbush, Bryk, Cheong, & Congdon, 2004). Two 
parts of results are given. The fixed effects refer to effects of level-1 (individual) variables on the 
expected occurrence of community participation while the random effects suggest neighborhood 
variations in community participation conditioned by different group-level factors. The size of a 
coefficient indicates the explanatory power of each variable, and the sign (positive vs. negative) 
suggests the direction of correlation between an independent variables and the outcome variable.  
The random effects show that all the three neighborhood-level variables are significant. As 
Hypothesis 1 predicts, neighborhood communal space has significant and positive impact (0.319) 
on the outcome. Specifically, people in neighborhoods with more communal spaces have 
significantly higher propensity to participate in community affairs when other neighborhood 
effects are controlled. In addition, large-scale neighborhoods are negatively (-0.227) associated 
with individuals’ propensity to participate, suggesting the importance of neighborhood size for 
grassroots mobilization. The social milieu, indicated by an aggregate level of informal social 
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control, significantly facilitates community participation as well – people are more likely to 
participate in community affairs when the local population is generally more willing to maintain 
social control informally. 
At the individual level, private social capital, community social capital, and neighborhood 
attachment all exert significant positive effects (the coefficients are 0.002, 0.203, 0.090 
respectively) on the outcome. Community social capital, or mutual trust and reciprocity among 
residents, has the strongest effect among the three variables. This indicates that macro-level 
social capital may be more important than private social capital and place attachment for 
participation. However, it is premature at this point to make the assertion that neighborhood 
communal space affects the community outcome mainly through social capital.  
The findings depicted above substantiate the positive link between neighborhood communal 
space and community participation. Yet a model of path analysis is needed to decompose the 
effects of communal space.   
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Table 13 Results of multilevel regression models 
Dependent variable:  
community participation Coefficients Robust standard errors 
Fixed effects   
Acquaintance 0.002* 0.001 
Community social capital 0.203*** 0.041 
Neighborhood attachment 0.090* 0.037 
Homeowner (vs. renter) 0.512** 0.149 
Local (ref: migrant) 0.355*** 0.095 
Years of residence 0.019* 0.008 
Education 0.026 0.028 
Household income per capita -0.005 0.005 
Work sector (ref: private sector) 
- Government agencies 0.117 0.101 
- Public-sector enterprise 0.091 0.084 
- Not working -0.249a 0.127 
Male (ref: female) 0.060 0.063 
Age -0.001 0.003 
Never married (ref: otherwise) -0.068 0.117 
Children -0.043 0.046 
Random effects   
Intercept -3.253*** 0.698 
Neighborhood communal space 0.319* 0.116 
Neighborhood scale -0.227* 0.111 
Informal social control 0.515** 0.182 
Model fitness   
Reliability  0.602  
 Note: *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05; a p<0.1. Source: computed based on survey data 
5.3 Indirect effects of communal space: Use and appraisal of communal space 
5.3.1 Descriptive results 
The descriptive results show a potential positive link between neighborhood communal space 
and community participation at the micro level. Table 14 shows that the majority of respondents 
(60%) participated in self-oriented activities in communal spaces at least once a week. In 
contrast, over 60 percent reported low frequency (twice a month or less) of group activities with 
other residents. A tendency exists that higher frequency of these two forms of activities are 
associated with increased participation in community affairs. The pattern for group activities is 
more apparent than that for self-oriented activities. Specifically, for self-activity participants, 
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only frequent communal space users (more than once a week) reported an average count of 
community participation (2.35) higher than the overall rate of participation (2.18). For group 
activities, in contrast, those who ever participated in informal group activities over the past half 
year reported an average rate of community participation higher than the overall rate. Those who 
had participated in neither of these activities in communal spaces reported the fewest counts of 
community participation. 
Table 14 Tabulation of uses of communal space and community participation 
 Observations Counts of community participation 
Frequency of self activities in communal space   
never 247 (13.73%) 1.94 
once a month or less 316 (17.57%) 2.00 
twice a month 148 (8.23%) 2.13 
once a week 224 (12.45%) 2.12 
more than once a week 864 (48.03%) 2.35 
Total 1,799 2.18 
Frequency of group activities in communal space   
never 676 (37.53%) 1.84 
once a month or less 382 (21.21%) 2.24 
twice a month 104 (5.77%) 2.52 
once a week 151 (8.38%) 2.67 
more than once a week 488 (27.10%) 2.39 
Total  1,801 2.18 
Source: computed based on survey data 
With regard to subjective evaluation of neighborhood communal space, Table 15 shows that 
the most positive responses address landscape design and accessibility of communal spaces – 47 
percent of respondents are satisfied or strongly satisfied with the landscape design and the figure 
for accessibility is 42 percent. Overall, respondents are the mostly dissatisfied with spaciousness 
(29%) and the ability of their neighborhood communal spaces to fulfill needs (26%).  
  
138 
 
Table 15 Appraisal of neighborhood communal spaces 
 Accessibility Spaciousness Architectural 
design 
Landscape 
design 
Comfort of 
rest area 
Needs 
fulfillment 
Strongly dissatisfied 62  
(3.53%) 
113  
(6.38%) 
71 
(4.04%) 
60  
(3.38%) 
102  
(5.82%) 
107  
(6.04%) 
Dissatisfied 194  
(11.04%) 
401  
(22.66%) 
229  
(13.03%) 
203 
(11.44%) 
318  
(18.15%) 
358  
(20.21%) 
Neutral 747  
(42.49%) 
687  
(38.81%) 
924  
(52.56%) 
676 
(38.08%) 
714  
(40.75%) 
724  
(40.88%) 
Satisfied 632  
(35.95%) 
487  
(27.51%) 
472  
(26.85%) 
702 
(39.55%) 
516  
(29.45%) 
505  
(28.51%) 
Strongly satisfied 123  
(7.00%) 
82  
(4.63%) 
62  
(3.53%) 
134  
(7.55%) 
102  
(5.82%) 
77  
(4.35%) 
Mean 3.32 3.01 3.13 3.36 3.11 3.05 
Total 1,758 
(100%) 
1,770 
(100%) 
1,758 
(100%) 
1,775 
(100%) 
1,752 
(100%) 
1,771 
(100%) 
Note: Missing data and responses in the “not applicable” option is excluded for calculation. Source: computed based 
on survey data 
Environmental appraisal also shows a positive association with community participation in 
general. As Table 16 shows, those who have more positive evaluation of neighborhood 
communal spaces tend to have higher counts of community participation in general. Surprisingly, 
however, the group with the lowest degree of satisfaction also reported a relatively higher level 
of participation. Similar results have been found in neighborhoods in the United States as well 
(Hays & Kogl, 2007). This suggests that a certain degree of dissatisfaction with the physical 
environment may motivate one’s participation, for example, in activities addressing the 
environmental issues. As Alinsky (1971) has also argued, people may need to get really angry to 
be mobilized. Subsequent systematic analyses and the case study illustrate that discontent with 
neighborhood problems may arouse people’s incentive to improve their “home ground” – the 
intervening effects of place attachment.  
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Table 16 Appraisal of communal space and community participation 
Overall satisfaction with communal space Observations Counts of community participation 
Strongly dissatisfied (mean <=1) 34 2.21 
Dissatisfied (1< mean<=2) 128 1.95 
Neutral (2< mean <=3) 719 2.04 
Satisfied (3< mean <=4) 783 2.26 
Strongly satisfied (4< mean<=5) 138 2.75 
Total 1,802 2.18 
Note: the overall satisfaction with communal space is calculated by taking means of respondents’ evaluation on the 
six dimensions of neighborhood communal space: accessibility, spaciousness, architectural design, landscape design, 
comfort of rest area, and needs fulfillment. Source: computed based on survey data 
 
5.3.2 Statistical results 
Hypothesis 2 predicts indirect effects of neighborhood communal space on community 
participation at the individual level. It posits that “effects of neighborhood communal space on 
community participation, indicated by uses and appraisal of communal space, are explained by 
neighborhood-based social capital and neighborhood attachment”. This set of hypotheses is 
examined in Step 2 of quantitative analysis by two separate models – Model 1 includes only 
individual-level measures of neighborhood communal space (uses and appraisal) and control 
variables, while Model 2 includes indicators of neighborhood-based social capital and 
neighborhood attachment in addition to variables in Model 1.  
Because the outcome variable, community participation, is a count variable with over-
dispersed distribution, Negative Binomial Regression is adopted to handle this issue (Allison & 
Waterman, 2002). Figure 21 plots the observed values of the outcome variable (in proportion) 
against predicted probability of the outcome variable using Poisson regression30 estimates and 
Negative Binomial regression estimates, respectively, based on estimates of Model 2. It suggests 
that the Negative Binomial regression model has a better fit than the Poisson model.  
                                                             
30 The most simple and common regression model to deal with count variables   
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Figure 21 Predicted probability of community participation v.s. observed values 
Table 17 presents the results for the two separate models of Negative Binomial regression. 
Before the three intervening variables are introduced (Model 1), frequency of group activities in 
neighborhood communal space (0.054) and appraisal of communal space (0.097) are significant 
and positive predictors of community participation. In other words, residents who interact with 
their neighbors in communal spaces and those who have a higher level of satisfaction with 
neighborhood communal space are more likely to participate in community affairs. Frequency of 
self-oriented activities shows non-significant impact. This is not surprising because self-oriented 
activities, such as jogging or sitting in the outdoor space, usually engage little interaction with 
other residents as compared with group activities. Although self-oriented activities involve 
human-environment interactions, the environmental effects derived from the process may be 
mediated by appraisal of communal space.   
When the intervening variables are included (Model 2), the significant effects of both group 
activities and satisfaction with community space disappear while effects of other variables 
mostly remain unchanged. In other words, the effects of neighborhood community space on 
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community participation are explained by the three variables of social capital and neighborhood 
attachment, supporting Hypothesis 2.  
Among the three intervening variables, community social capital exhibits the largest size of 
effect (0.205) on the outcome, followed by neighborhood attachment (0.115) and private social 
capital (0.006). This result is consistent with the multilevel result in Step 1. It suggests that 
mutual trust and reciprocity among residents are more important than neighborhood attachment 
and neighborly acquaintance to promote participatory activities. Yet, the significant effect of 
neighborhood attachment, independent of social capital, counters the assumption underlying the 
social-capital mechanism which posits that place attachment affects participation indirectly 
through social capital. The extent to which neighborhood communal space works through social 
capital and through neighborhood attachment, however, requires further investigation in Step 3. 
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Table 17 Results of negative binomial regression models 
Dependent variable:  
community participation 
Model 1 Model 2 
Coefficients Standard errors Coefficients Standard errors 
Measures of communal space     
Uses of communal space   
  
- Self-oriented activities 0.020 0.027 0.027 0.027 
- Group activities 0.054* 0.024 -0.0005 0.025 
Appraisal of communal space 0.097* 0.042 0.014 0.046 
Intervening variables   
  
Acquaintance (private social capital) – – 0.006** 0.002 
Community social capital – – 0.205*** 0.046 
Neighborhood attachment – – 0.115* 0.055 
Socio-demographic variables   
  
Homeowner (ref: renter) 0.697*** 0.099 0.687*** 0.101 
Local (ref: migrant) 0.391*** 0.084 0.364*** 0.085 
Years of residence 0.029*** 0.007 0.019** 0.007 
Education 0.022 0.030 0.027 0.030 
Household income per capita -0.002 0.002 -0.002 0.002 
Work sector (ref: private sector)   
- Government agencies 0.239** 0.090 0.179a 0.091 
- Public-sector enterprise 0.117 0.084 0.101 0.085 
- Not working -0.274a 0.156 -0.273a 0.160 
Male (ref: female) 0.161* 0.067 0.136* 0.068 
Age -0.003 0.003 -0.003 0.003 
Never married (ref: ever married) -0.038 0.124 -0.089 0.126 
Children -0.047 0.072 -0.080 0.073 
Intercept -0.942*** 0.253 -1.570*** 0.283 
Model fitness   
  
 
Number of obs = 1,486  
AIC = 3.834006 
BIC = -9231.046 
Number of obs =1,476                                              
AIC = 3.795013 
BIC = -9190.036 
  Note: *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05; a p<0.1. Source: computed based on survey data 
 
The indirect effects of communal space, indicated by use and appraisal of communal space, 
are also corroborated by the path analysis in Step 3. As Table 22 and Table 23 show (see 
Appendix), the direct effects of both frequency of activities in communal space and appraisal of 
community space are non-significant. Yet, their indirect effects (see Table 24 in Appendix) 
through the intervening variables are highly significant, supporting Hypothesis 3.1 and 
Hypothesis 3.2. More frequent activities in neighborhood communal space (0.113) and a higher 
level of satisfaction with communal space (0.153) would both indirectly lead to more frequent 
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community participation. This finding echoes Torres-Antonini’s (2001) observation in a 
cohousing project in the U.S. that the built environment provides as an “indirect affordance for 
participation” (p. 159). 
5.4 Socio-demographic factors 
Concerning who is more likely to participate in community affairs, statistical results from the 
first three steps of quantitative analyses are broadly consistent. They imply that residents who 
participate in community affairs tend to be those who are more aware of property rights (e.g., 
homeowners), possess more social resource (i.e., social capital), and are more rooted in the local 
community (in terms of residence status, residence history, and place attachment). Notably, the 
working population is more active than the non-working population in community participation. 
This is contrary to findings in Chinese shequ that the elderly and the retired are more active in 
volunteering for shequ services (Xu, 2007). The contrasts may signify differences in the nature 
of work related to the organic community and the politically constructed shequ, as well as 
different driving forces behind these participatory behaviors. 
In the multi-level analysis of Step 1, individual-level variations in participatory activities are 
largely explained by homeownership (homeowner vs. renter), household registration status (local 
vs. migrant), and length of residence, all of which are positively associated with community 
participation. Other socio-demographic characteristics are not significant except that those not 
working are less likely to participate.  
Consistent with the multilevel regression model results, results of Step 2 analysis reveal that 
homeowners, residents with local household registration or longer residence history, and the 
working population are more likely to participate in community affairs. In addition, males are 
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more active than females in community participation; government employees are more active 
than those in private enterprises as well. 
Results of the path analysis in Step 3(see Table 22) further confirm that participants in 
community affairs are more likely to be homeowners (0.144), those with local household 
registration (0.122), and residents with a longer length of residence (0.067). Year of residence is 
also positively associated with neighborhood attachment (0.083) and more acquaintances in the 
neighborhood (0.188). Those affiliated with government agencies are more likely to participate 
in community affairs (0.059) and report stronger neighborhood attachment (0.088). The not-
working population, including the retired, is less likely to participate in collective affairs.  Other 
socio-demographic variables, such as education and income, do not show significant effects on 
community participation. But people who have better education (-0.113) tend to have fewer 
acquaintances in the neighborhood. The gender difference is only found in the level of 
community social capital – men tend to perceive a higher level of mutual trust and reciprocity 
among residents than women. Age is positively associated with neighborhood attachment (0.104) 
but negatively with private social capital (-0.072).   
5.5 Summary 
This chapter addresses the fundamental question of this research – does neighborhood communal 
space matter for community participation? The answer is positive. It reveals that residents in 
commodity housing estates in general have a relatively high level of community participation as 
compared to level of participation in shequ affairs. Community activities respondents participate 
in include informal routine activities, organized associational activities, and collective actions.  
Evidence suggests that community participation is affected by neighborhood contextual 
factors. Neighborhoods with more communal spaces, smaller scale, and a higher level of 
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informal social control, are associated with a higher level of participation. At the individual level, 
uses and environmental appraisal of communal space are both significant predictors of 
community participation. Yet, the effects of communal space on participation are mediated by 
neighborhood-based social capital and neighborhood attachment; no unexplained direct effects 
have been found.  
Further, community participants and non-participants show distinct disparities in terms of 
neighborhood-based social capital, place attachment, and various socio-economic characteristics. 
But less distinction is revealed with regard to their demographic attributes. The following chapter 
will demonstrate the operating mechanisms of neighborhood-based social capital and 
neighborhood attachment in community mobilization.  
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Chapter Six. The Driving Forces of Community Participation: Social Capital and 
Neighborhood Attachment 
If communal space affects participation through indirect pathways, as demonstrated in Chapter 
Five, what are the direct driving forces behind the participatory behaviors? In order to answer 
this question, this chapter examines the effects of the intervening variables specified in the 
research framework, i.e., community social capital (CSC), private social capital (PSC), and 
neighborhood attachment (NA).  
6.1 A synergy of social capital and neighborhood attachment: Results from path analysis 
In this section, a path analysis is employed to disentangle the social capital mechanism and the 
intra-physic mechanism. Neighborhood communal space is assessed from two aspects – 
frequency of uses of communal space (collapsing group activities and self-oriented activities) 
and appraisal of communal space. 
6.1.1 Model specification and goodness of fit 
I experimented with model specifications building on the social-capital mechanism and the intra-
physic mechanism respectively. The major differences between the two models are, in the social-
capital model (depicted in Figure 22), no direct path between neighborhood attachment (NA) and 
community participation (CP) is specified because NA is assumed to produce only indirect 
impact on participation through community social capital (CSC); In the intra-physic model 
(depicted in Figure 23), the direct arrows from CSC to CP and from private social capital (PSC) 
to CP are removed and the paths from CSC to NA and from NA to CP are introduced, 
conforming to the intra-physic assumption that social capital mainly works through 
neighborhood attachment.  
Neither of the models provides a satisfactory representation of the data. The highly 
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significant P values (0.0051 and 0.0000 respectively) suggest there are significant deviations of 
the prediction of the two models and the observed data pattern (StataCorp, 2013). In other words, 
both the social-capital mechanism and the intra-physic mechanism are inadequate in explaining 
the relationship between communal space and participation.  
 
Figure 22 Estimates of the social-capital model  
(Note: dashed paths indicate non-significant effects; CP-community participation; CSC-community social capital; 
PSC-private social capital; NA-neighborhood attachment; arrows indicate direction of effect. Source: computed 
based on survey data) 
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Figure 23 Estimates of the intra-physic model  
(Note: dashed paths indicate non-significant effects; CP-community participation; CSC-community social capital; 
PSC-private social capital; NA-neighborhood attachment; arrows indicate direction of effect. Source: computed 
based on survey data) 
Therefore, an integrated model building on the interdisciplinary theoretical framework 
proposed in Chapter Three is employed. In this model as shown in Figure 24, all four 
endogenous variables are regressed on the two indicators of communal space and control 
variables, except that appraisal of communal space is excluded from the equation of PSC31. For 
the endogenous variables, community participation (CP) is subject to the three intervening 
variables, i.e., CSC, PSC, and NA. A reciprocal relationship exists between CSC and NA, both of 
which are affected by PSC.  
                                                             
31 Before performing the model of path analysis, simple regression models were run using each endogenous variable 
as a dependent variable and others exogenous variables as independent variables. The results show consistently non-
significant effect of appraisal of communal space on private social capital (number of acquaintance). Exclusion of 
this variable from the equation for PSC improves parsimony of the model and enhances robustness of model results.   
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Figure 24 Path diagram for path analysis  
(Note: CP-community participation; CSC-community social capital; PSC-private social capital; NA-neighborhood 
attachment; arrows indicate direction of effect) 
The goodness-of-fit statistics, Chi-square (0.04) and the non-significant P-value (0.837) (see 
Table 22 in Appendix), suggest there are no significant differences between the observed data 
and the hypothesized model. In other words, the model depicted in Figure 24 fits the data 
reasonably well. The overall R-square (0.508)32 indicates that over 50 percent of variance of the 
outcome variable (CP) is explained by the model, which also suggests a satisfactory performance 
of the model. These fitness statistics substantiate the validity of the model specification and 
robustness of the results (see Tables 22-25 in Appendix).  
Estimated parameters of all exploratory variables and the endogenous variables are given in 
Tables 22-25 (see Appendix). Table 22 contains the standardized coefficients and model fitness 
statistics, whereas Tables 23-25 present the unstandardized effects of exploratory variables 
decomposed into direct effect, indirect effect, and total effect. An unstandardized parameter 
represents the change of a response variable (variable receiving the arrows) in its raw unit (e.g., 
                                                             
32 In social sciences, an R-squared larger than 0.10 (explaining 10 percent of variance of the outcome variable) is 
regarded as satisfactory.  
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count of community participation) in response to one raw-unit change in an exploratory variable 
(e.g., an addition of one person in the number of acquaintance), controlling for other exploratory 
variables. A standardized parameter, in contrast, expresses the correlation between an exploratory 
variable and a response variable in standard deviation units so that the magnitude of effects of 
two exploratory variables (e.g., PSC and CSC) in different raw units can be compared (Grace & 
Bollen, 2005). 
Interpretation of these parameters is similar with that of coefficients in a multivariate 
regression models – the magnitude of the numbers (sign ignored) represents the size of effect 
(variation in a response variable induced by one unit change in an exploratory variable) while the 
signs represent the direction of correlation (negative or positive). 
6.1.2 Effects of the intervening variables 
The findings elaborated below once again confirm that neither the social capital mechanism nor 
the intra-physic mechanism is adequate in explaining participatory behaviors, although both 
provide important insights. 
According to the social capital mechanism, neighborhood-based social capital, especially 
community social capital, has significant and positive effects on community participation; 
neighborhood attachment has non-significant or only indirect effects through social capital 
(Hypothesis 4). Only the first half of this proposition is supported. Indeed, as Table 22 shows, 
CSC (0.138), as well as PSC (0.126) with a slightly smaller magnitude, is significantly correlated 
with community participation (Hypothesis 4.1a and Hypothesis 4.1b). Holding other variables 
constant, one standard deviation increase of CSC from its mean would lead to about 14 percent 
increase of CP from its own mean, while the change of CP induced by PSC is 13 percent. In fact, 
the case study reveals that the two levels of social capital work through different, although not 
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exclusive, mechanisms. Private social capital, measured by number of acquaintance in the 
neighborhood, works through the interactive mechanism by which individuals are influenced or 
motivated by their peers in the community to participate in collective affairs. Community social 
capital tends to work through the reinforcement mechanism – individuals participate in 
community affairs conforming to the group norm as a community member. The greater effect of 
community social capital than private social capital implies that creation of a cohesive social 
milieu may be more effective than a closed network with strong ties in encouraging civic 
participation.  
The findings corroborate the sociological perspective that local social capital is an important 
resource for community mobilization (Putnam, Leonardi, & Nanetti, 1993; Sampson, 
Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). It counters Hypothesis 4.2b, which predicts indirect effects of 
neighborhood-based social capital through neighborhood attachment. What is neglected in the 
social capital mechanism, however, is the direct effect of neighborhood attachment independent 
of the social capital effects. As shown in Table 22, neighborhood attachment produces a 
significant and positive direct effect (0.079) on community participation. This supports 
Hypothesis 4.2a derived from the intra-physic mechanism and automatically rejects Hypothesis 
4.1c (Neighborhood attachment has non-significant direct effect on community participation). It 
means that community sentiment developed out of a particular place has become another strand 
of the driving forces behind participatory behaviors, regardless of one’s involvement in local 
social network. This pattern has been observed as well in the case study.  
The effect of neighborhood attachment, however, is weaker than neighborhood-based social 
capital – one standard unit increment in attachment is associated with about 8 percent increase in 
frequency of participation. Contrary to the assertion that the collective spirit once observed in 
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traditional neighborhoods has been eroded in contemporary China, this finding suggests that the 
neighborhood-based in-group processes of social interaction remains essential for furnishing 
collective efforts in these modern communities, although the intensity and content of interaction 
may be changing. The subsequent sections will elaborate, through the case study, the content and 
meanings of neighborhood-based social capital and neighborhood attachment and their working 
mechanisms in community mobilization.  
6.2 Formation of neighborhood-based social capital 
This section reveals the conduit, content, and intensity of neighborly interaction through in-depth 
interviews in KLG. Respondents were asked how they get to know their neighbors, what they 
usually do with others and how they perceive their neighborly relationship. Table 18 summarizes 
the major themes under the domains (private social capital and community social capital) and 
sub-domains of neighborhood-based social capital.  
Table 18 Themes of neighborhood-based social capital 
Domains  Sub-domains Themes 
Private social capital 
Conduits for interaction -casual activities on communal spaces 
-organized activities 
-web-based platforms  
Intensity of interaction -greetings 
-casual chatting 
-informal visiting 
-scheduled group activities 
-children-related activities 
Macro social capital  General reciprocity (mutual help) -borrowing small items 
-helping with children 
-helping in personal emergencies 
 Mutual trust (social cohesion) -general trust 
-trust in HA 
6.2.1 Conduits of social interaction 
In terms of conduits for social interaction, most respondents made references to activities in 
communal spaces. Repeated encounters with other residents in the common spaces, such as 
elevators, stairways, and outdoor spaces, turn strangers into acquaintances and further into 
friends. Comments like “people often come to play outside and gradually we get to know each 
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other” were shared by many interviewees (KLG interviews, 2012-2013). The observation 
findings and the quantitative results, which will be discussed in Chapter Seven, confirms the 
interviews that neighborhood communal spaces provide important locales for developing social 
capital. Elderly people and couples with young children who are the most frequent patrons of 
communal spaces rely more on these spaces for socialization. For the elderly population, outdoor 
activities within the compound are an important part of daily life which helps to overcome 
loneliness and isolation. For example, one elderly woman responded, “I value the common space 
very much, because I won’t feel bored when I can come down after meals and have someone to 
talk to” (Interviewee No. 2). For young parents, social interaction is mainly developed in 
communal spaces through children. This is the most effective or even the only way for them to 
make friends in the neighborhood. Many parents reported that they get acquainted with other 
residents when they take children out to play and their interactions with other families basically 
revolve around children; they have few interactions with households who do not have young 
children. 
While casual activities in communal spaces are the most common way for socialization 
among residents, participation in organized activities serves as another channel for residents to 
know one another. Many organized activities also take place in communal spaces. For example, 
the former HA organized a Spring Festival gala in 2010. Also regular activities led by a local 
dance group in KLG take place in communal spaces. During my fieldwork, the dance group 
performed regularly from about 10 am to 11:30am, Monday to Friday at the covered parking 
space, which usually drew a large audience. These were not formal performances, but practices 
or rehearsals in preparation for stage performances. The group has a dozen regular members who 
are frequent participants; it is also open to those who are interested in joining the team. 
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Interviews with key members of the group indicate that group activities not only render them 
opportunities to know more people in KLG but also extend their networks to neighboring 
communities.  
Aside from hobby groups, participation in work related to the homeowners association also 
greatly extends people’s social networks within the neighborhood because HA activities usually 
require community mobilization through frequent contacts with other residents. This implies 
mutual causality between community participation and community social capital. A few residents 
suggested that they got to know other residents better through organizing collective actions. 
However, such social networks are restricted to only a small group of community activists, such 
as HA members. One notable difference between HA and hobby groups is that the former aims to 
resolve community issues through collective efforts, whereas the latter is concerned less about 
community governance than recreational needs of group members. In fact, as one team leader of 
the dance group implied, they did not care much about community affairs and they possessed 
little power to mobilize residents for community activities.  
Some respondents also referred to web-based platforms for neighborly interaction as a means 
of sharing information. There are three platforms of this kind in KLG – an online forum33, a QQ 
(an instant messenger) group for HA members, and a QQ group for homeowners. The online 
forum has been rarely visited by residents. As of March 9, 2014 when I last visited, the latest 
message found was a commercial advertisement posted two months earlier. Most messages in 
this forum received less than 10 responses. The QQ groups, on the other hand, have been 
frequently used for information dissemination and group discussion concerning community 
issues. Yet, most ordinary residents tend to regard it as a source of information and do not engage 
active conversations (KLG interviews, 2012-2013).  
                                                             
33 See http://gz.focus.cn/msglist/21124/ 
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6.2.2 Private and community social capital 
In terms of intensity of social interaction, respondents suggested they had only limited personal 
contact with other residents. Most interactions among them are daily greetings and casual 
chatting when they meet, without necessarily knowing each other’s name. Conversational topics 
among residents include trivial matters, topics about children, and community issues, but rarely 
involve personal issues, such as family affairs or emotional feelings. Residents tend to seek 
emotional support from family members, colleagues, schoolmates, or other friends rather than 
neighbors. Only a few residents reported that they had a close relationship with some residents in 
the neighborhood and would pay visits to them or schedule group activities (e.g., playing 
basketball, table tennis, mahjong, walking and jogging). The more intensive neighborly 
interactions usually take place among hometown fellows (people from the same place of origin) 
and among parents with children of similar ages. It implies that without sanction of workplaces 
which used to exist in traditional work-unit compounds, places of origin and children serve as 
alternative sources of mutual trust among residents which forms the foundation of stronger social 
ties in modern neighborhoods. This is evidenced by the following comments given by two 
respondents who used to live in close-knit work-unit compounds. For residents like them, the 
once intensive social interactions among neighbors have been replaced by anonymity and distrust. 
“In the work-unit compound, co-workers lived together, everyone knew each other; family members were also 
familiar with one another. So it was easier to communicate. Here [in KLG] people are from all over the country, so 
differences are huge. People wouldn’t know what happens to your family because they don’t know you. But in the 
work unit, if one person knew then everyone knew. And the colleagues would be keen on helping you. Now in the 
society it is normal for people to think: why should I help you if I don’t know you? Even if I would like to help, I 
would be worried whether it is a trap or not.” (Interviewee No. 22) 
 
“People there [in the work-unit compound] were like family, because we had been colleagues for decades. 
Interpersonal relationship was as close as family members. We shared everything. I could even ask them to keep my 
house keys. There is no such strong trust among people here, although people are getting along well and would greet 
each other and chat with each other. [Is there anyone here you may trust to keep your keys?] None. Absolutely no. 
Even people who live next door don’t talk. It’s not that I don’t trust them, but they don’t trust me. I have three 
neighbors on the same floor, only one of them would greet me. The other two seem to avoid me intentionally. I think 
it’s because they don’t know me and tend to protect themselves. ” (Interviewee No. 2) 
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In general, people tend to keep neighborly relationship delimited and handle neighbors with 
care. For some, such social distance is important to “maintain privacy” (e.g., Interviewee No. 8 
and No. 22); for others, intimate social ties are unnecessary because most difficulties they 
encounter can be handled by their own individual efforts (e.g., Interviewees No. 4 and No. 2).  
Despite weak personal ties, most respondents regarded overall neighborly relationship as 
amiable and felt that residents in general were friendly and helpful. Examples of mutual help 
among residents include borrowing routine household items such as food and utensil, picking up 
a child, and sometimes helping in major crises such as illness. Most respondents expected that 
people would help if they ask; yet in the meantime, they preferred to turn to the PMC in the first 
place before they have to bother neighbors for help (KLG interviews, 2012-2013).  
Concerning community cohesion and solidarity, opinions of interview respondents seem to 
diverge. While some perceived the community as a cohesive collectivity, others had weaker trust 
in their peers and believed that people only consolidate when their common interests are 
threatened (KLG interviews, 2012-2013). Notably, several residents expressed mistrust in the 
homeowners’ association – they shed doubt in the altruism of HA members (Interviewee No. 13) 
and the capacity and efficacy of the association (Interviewee No. 18)34. 
6.3 Meanings of neighborhood attachment 
Neighborhood attachment refers to residents’ affective bonds with the neighborhood. It is 
reflected by the degree to which residents regard their neighborhood as a place to call home. In 
the interviews, respondents were asked what the neighborhood of KLG meant to them, whether 
they regarded it as a home, and if yes, in what respects. Existing studies, as well as the empirical 
                                                             
34 These concerns are partially caused by the corruption of some former HA members who have allied with the 
property management to appropriate a handsome amount of collective income generated from shared properties. 
Current HA members also perceive the distrust felt by residents and are trying to re-build their reputation and credit 
among residents.  
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results of the path analysis (discussed in Chapter Seven), suggest two sources of neighborhood 
attachment – the social context and the physical context. These two domains of neighborhood 
attachment are further examined in this section to uncover their meanings to local residents.  
6.3.1 The social domain of neighborhood attachment 
Over one third of the respondents in KLG regarded the neighborhood as their home or expressed 
strong affective bonds with the place of residence. For example, some residents stated similar 
comments such as “I feel fulfilled to live in this neighborhood” or “the neighborhood is my home” 
(KLG interview, 2012-2013). For some residents with weaker neighborhood attachment, the 
home territory was restricted to the housing unit and they had limited emotional bonds with the 
neighborhood as a whole, as one resident explained, “I feel at home when I get ‘home’… I think 
it has to do with the ingrained Chinese traditional education that home is a narrow concept.” 
Notably, a small number of residents have explicitly expressed negative attitudes toward the 
neighborhood. One resident complained: “it [this neighborhood] is anything but a home to me. 
I’m sure 90 percent of people living here wouldn’t feel any sense of home.”  
Scrutiny into reasons behind these divergent attitudes reveals what accounts for residents’ 
attachment (or the lack thereof) to the neighborhood. Residents’ responses in this regard are 
broadly divided into two sub-domains – social context and physical context, as shown in Table 
19. Interviews suggest the social domain of neighborhood attachment includes private social 
capital, macro social capital (e.g., mutual help and mutual trust), and sense of security. Private 
social capital refers to territory-based personal social ties such as family members, friends, and 
acquaintances in the neighborhood. For residents who have a smaller home territory, their 
community sentiment is closely related to kinship or family ties. As one resident described, “I 
haven’t thought carefully about the concept of home. I feel home is my wife, my child, my 
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parents, and a place where they can live.” Other residents regarded acquaintances in the 
neighborhood as an important source of neighborhood attachment, evidenced by the following 
statement, 
“[Can you describe your sentiments towards the neighborhood?] Having lived here for so long [5 years], I have 
developed relatively strong attachment to both the people and the place. I used to live in another building in this 
neighborhood. I later sold it and switched to a bigger apartment in the same neighborhood. I think it’s because I’ve 
gotten used to this neighborhood. I don’t want to move out since I don’t know people in a new place. I’ve known 
many people as I have lived here for a long time. So I wish the property management could be improved so that I 
could settle down here. [Have you ever thought about moving out?] Not for now. Maybe I’m nostalgic. I like old 
friends and old things. [What are you attached to here?] People. Yes, I do feel attached to people here.”(Interviewee 
No. 15) 
While some residents treasured personal networks in the neighborhood, others made 
reference to macro-level social capital, that is, a general perception of cohesive neighborly 
relationship, which contributed to their place attachment. One resident clearly articulated the 
rationale, 
“[Do you feel at home to live here?] Yes. [Can you give more specific description about the feeling?] Take an 
example, sometimes when I came back from outside carrying something that was too heavy for me to carry, some 
younger people would offer to help me carry it. I didn’t even know her. I learnt later that she also lived here. What I 
bought was a stainless-steel shelf. And I met her on my half way home. She saw me and kindly said, ‘let me help 
you take it.’, although I didn’t know her name. So people here care about each other. … Although we don’t have 
frequent contacts, people are willing to help if we ask.” (Interviewee No. 2) 
While positive perception of social relations contributes to the formation of neighborhood 
attachment, lack of such macro social capital, in contrast, appears to be detrimental to place 
attachment. The following statements have been shared by a few residents, 
“[Would you regard this neighborhood as your home?] I don’t think so. … There isn’t much interaction among 
residents. … people just greet each other when they meet, there is no more than that… ” (Interviewee No. 10) 
A few residents also pointed to sense of security as a source of attachment. One resident 
attributed his sense of home in the neighborhood to the safe environment where he perceived 
there were fewer burglaries than where his colleagues live (Interviewee No. 13). In contrast, 
another resident who perceived a less safe environment expressed strong frustration living in the 
neighborhood (Interviewee No. 4). 
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6.3.2 The physical domain of neighborhood attachment 
Neighborhood attachment contains a physical domain which is articulated through economic 
value and use value embedded in the material form of the neighborhood, as summarized in Table 
19. The economic aspect of attachment is produced by ownership of a particular place (Low, 
1992). According to Rodman (1987), a person is identified with his place when the land is “in his 
name” or that he “holds” land (p. 38). In KLG, the property ownership is frequently cited as a 
source of sense of place, as one resident responded and other residents shared, “I own my house 
here, of course it’s my place” (KLG interviews, 2012-2013). For some residents, the property 
also generates exchange value for capital accumulation. One resident maintained that she valued 
the neighborhood because “the housing price will rise if the management improves” and she 
appreciated “long-term investment” (Interviewee No. 19). Similar comments were given by 
another resident who noted, “of course it’s my home. It’s two millions! We bought it with 400 
thousand. Our country made us millionaires” (Interviewee No. 27). The economic value of the 
neighborhood for homeowners is not only determined by the housing price of domestic 
properties, but also incomes generated from shared properties. According to community activists, 
collective incomes of KLG include advertisement fees (about 80,000 CNY/year), rents of 
parking (150 CNY/mo for an outdoor spot and 400 CNY/mo for a covered spot), rents from the 
small grocery store, fees for a mobile telephone base station, and contracting fees of the 
swimming pool (not collected since it was closed). However, these incomes have been mostly 
claimed by the PMC or the developer, which has become the focus of confrontation between 
homeowners and the PMC/developer.  
The use value is another important aspect of the physical domain of neighborhood 
attachment, because the neighborhood provides a material space where residents experience 
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everyday life. For most residents in KLG, they are both owners and users of the space. The use 
value of a neighborhood lies in its importance as “a place where one feels at ease and 
comfortable to live” (Interviewee No. 4). A good living environment nurtures a sense of place 
whereas a dissatisfying environment tends to disrupt place attachment. Interviews suggest that 
cleanliness, landscapes, and upkeep of the neighborhood all facilitate the formation of 
neighborhood attachment. Sometimes the physical environment even overcomes the social 
milieu in making a neighborhood a home for a person. One telling piece of evidence is the 
following grievance expressed by a resident concerning the neighborhood: 
“[What kind of neighborhood would make you feel at home?] At least it should be comfortable to live in. I 
wouldn’t feel upset, wouldn’t worry about any falling objects or garbage from upstairs, or about leaking roof, or 
about stinky drainage. There wouldn’t be so many mosquitoes. It’s very simple… [Do you have any expectations for 
people living in the same neighborhood?] How much I could expect for people? It’s not danwei compound anymore. 
Everyone lives his own life.” (Interviewee No. 4) 
 
Table 19 Themes of neighborhood attachment 
Domains Sub-domains Themes 
Neighborhood attachment 
social context - personal social capital (acquaintance, family members) 
- macro social capital  
- sense of security 
physical context - economic value (ownership; exchange value) 
- use value (comfortable living environment) 
In brief, neighborhood attachment consists of a social domain and a physical domain. While 
the social domain refers to meanings articulated through a bundle of human relations, the 
physical domain refers to economic and use values embedded in the material space. As the 
subsequent section will show, loss or destruction of these meanings and values encapsulated in 
place attachment create incentives for local residents to participate in community affairs.  
6.4 Social capital, neighborhood attachment, and community participation 
Literature has suggested, and quantitative analyses from this study confirm, that neighborhood-
based social capital and neighborhood attachment are two important driving forces for a local 
population’s community participation. The interview data shows that complex relationships exist 
among social capital, neighborhood attachment, and community participation. Some 
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participatory behaviors are primarily driven by residents’ incentives to protect their “home”, 
some are facilitated by one’s embeddedness in local social networks, and yet for other activities, 
both social capital and attachment are important factors. I argue that it is the combination of 
different degrees of social capital and neighborhood attachment, rather than either one of the two 
factors alone, that affects behavioral outcomes of participation.  
A typology, shown in Table 20, combining individuals’ community social capital and 
neighborhood attachment is developed to better illustrate the relationships. The typology gives 
four scenarios with activism at one extreme (high level of community social capital and strong 
attachment) and individualism at the other (low level of social capital and weak attachment). I 
use community social capital rather than private social capital data because interview data shows 
there is less divergence in the density of residents’ personal networks than in their perception of 
neighborly relationship (the measure of community social capital). Moreover, both literature and 
quantitative results of this study suggest that community social capital may be more relevant for 
community participation although private social capital is a significant predictor as well. In the 
case of KLG, the situations of interview respondents can be summarized by this typology based 
on their statements about mutual trust among residents (including trust in HA members) and 
about their community sentiment.  
Activism occurs in a situation where residents perceive mutual trust among residents and 
trust in the HA and have a strong sense of belonging to the neighborhood. For residents in this 
category, both social capital and attachment can affect their participatory behaviors. Interviews 
suggest that respondents in this category are community activists, such as HA members, or 
potential activists, who are ordinary homeowners and may play relatively passive roles in 
community participation but they are attentive to community issues. This group is not only 
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concerned with their own interests in the neighborhood, but, when properly mobilized, is willing 
to engage in broader community activities, such as HA-related activities and collective actions.   
Anomie results when residents perceive a low level of mutual trust among residents or 
exhibit distrust in the HA, but feel attached to the neighborhood. This group is mainly concerned 
with self-interests and would intervene in community affairs only when they feel their interests 
are threatened. Therefore their participation is mainly driven by place attachment and lacks 
guidance and support from local social network. Interviews show that respondents in this group 
are mostly restricted to informal routine activities concerning their immediate environment and 
less likely to cooperate with others in collective activities. One resident gave an exemplary 
reason for not participating in any organized associational activities or collective actions –“I 
don’t care about these [community issues] as long as my personal interests are not affected” 
(Interviewee No. 13).  
Individualism refers to the situation where residents perceive a low level of mutual trust 
among residents, exhibit little trust in HA, and show weak neighborhood attachment. Examples 
of this group include renters, temporary residents, and homeowners with negative community 
sentiment and mistrust in HA or other residents. Due to lack of emotional and social bonds with 
the community, residents in this group have little interest in any form of community participation. 
Some of them even retreat from the basic level of participation – informal routine activities. One 
plausible explanation is that this group tends to have a mindset of “free-riding”, as one resident 
explained, “if you participate in everything that affects your self-interests, then you wouldn’t 
even have time to eat… you don’t have to participate in things that many people have already 
participated in” (Interview Case No. 4).  
Volunteerism occurs in the case where residents have a high level of mutual trust but place 
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attachment is absent. Interestingly, no interview respondents fall into this category, which means 
that those who reported weak or no sense of neighborhood attachment also perceived mistrust 
among residents or distrusted the HA. In fact, a similar pattern is also revealed in a qualitative 
research in neighborhoods in the United States – only 2 out of 63 interview respondents were 
found who reported weak place attachment and yet had strong informal ties with neighbors 
(Hays & Kogl, 2007). These results seem to imply that those who do not feel sense of belonging 
to the neighborhood tend to dissociate from local social interaction as well. In other words, 
neighborhood attachment may serve as the premise for the formation of community social capital, 
resonating with a similar argument made by Manzo and Perkins (2006).  
Table 20 Typology of community social capital and neighborhood attachment 
  Neighborhood attachment 
Community social capital 
 Strong Weak 
High Activism Volunteerism 
Low Anomie Individualism 
 
The discussion above illuminates that different forms of community participation are affected 
by different combinations of neighborhood attachment and community social capital. Informal 
routine activities are primarily driven by neighborhood attachment, that is, individuals’ 
incentives to protect their home ground, because it involves minimum cooperative processes 
with others. For organized associational activities and collective actions, however, both 
neighborhood attachment and social capital are important factors. These findings seem to suggest 
that neighborhood attachment does not necessarily lead to community participation, yet without 
such connections to community identity, people lack the fundamental incentives to act. As Carter, 
Donald, and Squires (1993) have pointed out, the process of ascribing personal meanings to 
space is a prerequisite for any effective politics of the city (cited in Ho, 2009). While attachment 
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serves as an internal impetus for residents to take actions – a push effect, social capital unifies 
individuals to achieve collective goals – a pull effect.  
Push effects of neighborhood attachment 
Neighborhood attachment contributes to community participation because it provides internal 
incentives that stimulate a resident to protect his/her home ground, which is imbued with various 
personal meanings. Feeling attached to a neighborhood means that the subject perceives the 
neighborhood as her “own place” and a sense of responsibility to contribute as a part of the 
neighborhood. In fact, interview respondents who have participated in community affairs in one 
way or another often make comments like “[I participated to] safeguard our own home ground”, 
“it’s our own neighborhood, we will be happier if it gets better”, and “it’s our own place”, to 
explain their participatory behaviors.  
Because neighborhood attachment entails both a social and a physical domain, the incentives 
to maintain a stable and safe social milieu and a comfortable physical environment motivate 
residents to act independently or collectively to address community problems or enhance 
community stability. Many interview respondents indicated that they were willing to engage in a 
program or an action that was beneficial to the community. The comment below is in part 
representative of the attitudes toward the community of those who considered the neighborhood 
as a “home”:   
“I’m sure those who share a neighborhood would wish for a healthy living environment. If all of us stand aloof 
from things on the ground that they are no concern of ours, then why should we still live here? Everyone has a share 
of responsibility. Actually many homeowners have this irresponsible attitude and are not willing to work together.” 
(Interviewee No. 15) 
Pull effects of social capital 
Although neighborhood attachment serves as a stimulus for community participation, it is not a 
sufficient condition for collective participation that requires interaction and cooperation among 
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community members. It is neighborhood-based social capital which produces pull effects to 
unify community members who care about the neighborhood. In Ho’s (2009) words, the external 
force of social capital has a “social agglomeration” type of effect whereby “different segments of 
cooperative networks can mesh and be mobilized for purposes that are complementary” (p. 20). 
Such effects are found to work through the interactive mechanism and the reinforcement 
mechanism of social capital.  
On the one hand, the interactive processes at the individual level facilitate formation of 
shared values and community consensus. It is through this process that information is shared, 
community issues are discussed, opinions are exchanged, and inter-personal influences are 
transmitted; all of these may shape an individual’s ideas and influence one’s behaviors toward 
the neighborhood. Interviews suggest that community activists in KLG were not always activists 
but could be mobilized or affected by neighbors. In fact, some interview respondents commented 
that they tended to play a passive role in community affairs because nobody had asked them to 
participate.  
An example of the operation of the interactive mechanism is the experience of Miss L 
(Interviewee No. 27) who changed from the state of “anomie” to “activism”. Miss L is a 
homeowner who has lived in KLG since 2005. She was not concerned with community issues at 
first although she would report neighborhood problems to the PMC at times. She explained that 
it was because she barely knew anyone in the neighborhood at the time and was unaware of 
many management problems that could have affected her. Her attitudes about community affairs 
started to change when she learned more about community problems from her neighbor – a 
community activist, Mr. A. Interactions with Mr. A and other community activists provided Miss 
L with access to information that had been concealed from many ordinary residents by the PMC 
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and the developer. This information made her more aware of her interests and rights in the 
neighborhood than she was before. She was encouraged by Mr. A to take more active roles in 
community activities. Miss L described the process of change in her attitudes as follows:  
“He [Mr. A] lives on the second floor and I’m on the third floor. We didn’t know each other. One day we met on the 
first floor and he invited me to his place to listen to some activists discuss community issues. He said to me, ‘you 
should care more about the community, don’t be so cold-blooded. You may just listen.’ So I did. And gradually we 
got more acquainted. I learned from them the corruption problem of some former HA members and other property 
management problems. It was since then that I started to pay attention to community issues. Otherwise, I thought 
they were none of my business.” (Interviewee No. 27) 
 
While private social capital works through the interactive mechanism, macro-level 
community social capital affects people’s behaviors mainly through reinforcement mechanism. 
Those who expressed a higher level of mutual trust and general reciprocity among community 
members tend to be more likely to conform to the social norms and values shared by the 
community. For some residents, the social norm is a reciprocal relationship among community 
members because, as one residents explained, “if you stay silent in the face of these unfair 
situations, nobody would stand out for you when yourself come across these things in the future” 
(Interviewee No. 16). For others, the social norm is articulated by behaviors and attitudes of 
other community members as a reference group. Community mobilization literature suggests that 
the likelihood for a person’s participation would be increased if somebody else has done 
something (Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993). In explaining her active role in a spontaneous 
collective action, one resident responded, “since everyone was so dedicated to the common 
interests, I thought I should be more active” (Interviewee No. 18). Similarly, some interview 
respondents joined the protest against the “land enclosure” partly because their peers in the 
crowd influenced them.  
6.5 Summary 
This chapter has illustrated the importance of both in-group social processes and local sentiment 
in community mobilization. Quantitative results show that both neighborhood-based social 
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capital and neighborhood attachment produce significant positive effects on community 
participation. Qualitative evidence further shows that the three forms of community participation 
are influenced by different combinations of place-based social capital and neighborhood 
attachment. Residents with strong neighborhood attachment but low-level community social 
capital (anomie) are most likely to participate in informal routine activities which require 
minimum collective efforts, such as reporting neighborhood problems and discussing community 
issues with other residents. Residents who exhibit both strong neighborhood attachment and a 
high level of community social capital (activism) are more likely than other residents to engage 
in both informal and formal types of participation, including organized HA activities and 
collective actions. Others with both weak attachment and low-level social capital (individualism), 
in contrast, are the least active group in community participation. These results suggest that 
neighborhood attachment exerts stimulating or push effects that motivate residents to protect or 
improve their “home ground”, while place-based social capital produces bonding or pull effects 
that bind community members to contribute to the common good. 
Interviews suggest that communal spaces in KLG are the main locale for residents to meet 
and interact with one another. The most frequent interpersonal interactions among residents are 
random greetings and casual chatting. Some residents have more intensive interactions, such as 
paying informal visits, scheduling group activities, and children-related activities, with others of 
similar backgrounds (e.g., being from same hometown or having children of similar ages). Yet 
overall, personal contacts among neighbors are based on courtesy and convenience rather than on 
deep personal involvement. For macro-level community social capital, respondents tend to 
regard their neighbors as friendly and helpful in particular circumstances. However, some 
residents expressed mistrust among residents or distrust in the HA, which undermines their 
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perception of community cohesiveness and solidarity. The two levels of social capital – private 
social capital and community social capital – have slightly different sizes of effects on 
community participation, yet they work through distinct mechanisms. The former is found to 
work through an interactive mechanism whereas the latter mainly works through a reinforcement 
mechanism. 
Neighborhood attachment has a social domain and a physical domain. For some residents, 
the neighborhood is regarded as a “home” because of a harmonious social milieu in the 
neighborhood, which can be attributed to social ties they have with people in the neighborhood 
or a sense of safety. Other residents, on the other hand, associated their sense of home in the 
neighborhood with economic value (e.g., homeownership, exchange value) and use value (e.g., 
cleanliness, landscaping and comfort) of the physical environment.   
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Chapter Seven. How does Communal Space Work? The Two Pathways 
While community studies literature (e.g., Jacobs, 1961; Talen, 2002) has attributed paramount 
importance to the socially constructed meaning of the built environment – in particular (semi-) 
public space – the symbolic meanings attached to physical characteristics of the built 
environment have received far less scholarly attention (see Manzo & Perkins, 2006; Stedman, 
2003). This study shows that the social-capital mechanism and the intra-physic mechanism are 
complementary, rather than competing, explanations for the positive association between 
neighborhood communal space and community participation. But different domains of the built 
environment work through different ways.  
7.1 The two pathways of communal space 
Figure 25 summarizes results of the path analysis, demonstrating the two pathways whereby 
different domains of communal space affect community participation. Both standardized and 
unstandardized (in parentheses) path coefficients with a significance level of 0.05 or higher are 
presented. These path coefficients denote the direct effects between two variables linked by an 
arrow.  
The social capital mechanism is articulated through people’s uses of or activities in the 
communal space. As Hypothesis 5.1a posits, frequency of activities in the communal space 
shows significant and positive associations with both PSC and CSC (0.212 and 0.181 
respectively). Observations in the case study also confirm the importance of common space as a 
venue for daily contacts among residents that are otherwise difficult to make. Evidence from 
interviews also shows that many residents get to know their neighbors through repeated planned 
(e.g., playing Chinese chess) or unplanned interactions (e.g., random conversations between 
parents whose kids play together) with others in the outdoor space within a neighborhood. Even 
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passive activities involving only a minimal level of interaction (e.g., nodding and greeting) 
would facilitate the development of a friendly rapport among community members. However, 
activities in the communal space do not produce direct effect on neighborhood attachment 
(Hypothesis 5.1b). Rather, the effects of uses of communal space on NA are mediated by social 
capital, i.e., PSC and CSC.  
If we calculate the indirect effects35, it is found that the pathways going from uses of 
communal space through neighborhood-based social capital exert much stronger effects (0.097) 
than those through neighborhood attachment (0.01). This confirms Hypothesis 5.1c that uses of 
neighborhood communal space affect community participation mainly through neighborhood-
based social capital rather than neighborhood attachment. These results underscore the social 
capital mechanism underlying neighborhood communal space and participation. 
A different story is observed for appraisal of communal space. Measured by residents’ 
satisfaction with the spatial characteristics, appraisal of communal space is found significantly 
predictive of neighborhood attachment (Hypothesis 5.2a), but its association with the two social 
capital indicators are non-significant (Hypothesis 5.2b). The finding is consistent with Stedman’s 
(2003) observation in Vilas County in the U.S. that the landscape attribute is a significant 
predictor of symbolic meanings related to place attachment. It highlights the importance of the 
physical environment, as opposed to the social environment, as a source of neighborhood 
attachment, which in turn promotes community participation. Notably, the effect of 
environmental appraisal (0.289) on NA is substantially stronger than that of private social capital 
(0.069). It is also comparable to the effect of CSC (0.331). The contrasting results imply that 
                                                             
35The indirect effect of a pathway can be calculated by multiplying unstandardized path coefficients on the pathway. To sum up 
effects of particular pathways from one variable to the response variable produces the size of indirect effect of the variable on the 
response variable through these pathways. Indirect effects of uses of communal space through pathways of social capital: 
0.112*0.386+3.723*0.003*0.386+3.723*0.002*0.43*0.386+3.723*0.013 = 0.09718. Indirect effects of uses of communal space 
through pathways of neighborhood attachment: 3.723*0.002*0.266+0.112*0.276*0.266+3.723*0.003*0.276*0.266=0.01102. 
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neighborhood attachment of local residents relies less on strong social ties with close friends in 
the neighborhood, but rather, perception of the overall social and physical contexts of the 
neighborhood assumes more importance for NA. Qualitative evidence also shows that some 
residents express a strong attachment to the neighborhood even with limited interaction with 
others.  
As predicted (Hypothesis 5.2c), environmental appraisal of communal space affects 
community participation mainly through neighborhood attachment. The indirect effects of 
appraisal of communal space through pathways of NA is larger (0.069) than those through CSC 
(0.043)36. The intra-physic mechanism is manifested in frequent examples given by residents in 
the case study that they intervened in various ways to maintain a good living environment at the 
estate because it is their place. The following sections will demonstrate how communal spaces in 
KLG are utilized by local population for various activities and purposes.  
  
                                                             
36 Indirect effects of appraisal of communal space through pathways of neighborhood attachment: 0.261*0.266= = 0.06943. 
Indirect effects of appraisal of communal space through pathways of social capital: 0.261*0.430*0.386=0.04332. 
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Figure 25 Path coefficients of key variables  
(Note: the numbers over the paths are significant standardized direct effects and unstandardized direct effects (in 
parentheses) among variables; effects of control variables and non-significant coefficients are omitted. Source: 
computed based on survey data) 
 
7.2 Use of neighborhood communal space: Systemic observations 
Quantitative analyses have revealed positive associations between communal spaces, on the one 
hand, and social capital, neighborhood attachment and community participation, on the other. 
Results of systematic observations show that the communal spaces in KLG are frequently used 
by community members for a variety of activities. These community spaces are actively used for 
relaxation, recreation, and social interactions, conditioned by time context and physical attributes 
of the space. Moreover, the common spaces have been utilized by local associations, e.g., HA 
and RC, as a platform for information exchange and dissemination.   
7.2.1 Rhythms of everyday life in neighborhood communal spaces 
The dimension of time influences outdoor activities because it affects daylight, wind, 
temperature and the like that tend to change people’s behaviors in outdoor spaces (Whyte, 1980). 
During my fieldwork, very few people were spotted outdoor during rainy days. On sunny days, 
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the rhythms of outdoor activities fluctuate throughout a day. The frequencies of activities in 
communal spaces in KLG are presented in Figure 26 and Figure 27 based on intensive 
observations during two typical weekdays and one two-day weekend respectively. The y-axis 
represents the average number of people I documented during a 15-minute observation within a 
time slot (x-axis). Overall, most communal spaces are frequently used. Particularly, 10am to 
12pm in the morning, 4pm to 6pm in the afternoon, and 8pm to 9pm in the evening are three 
peak times during one typical workday when the most people are observed (Figure 26). In the 
early morning, only a few people are found doing morning exercises such as walking and 
jogging.  
People do not stay in any particular location in the early morning; rather, they were seen 
passing through these spaces to a particular destination. Children with schoolbags and adults 
carrying handbags or grocery bags suggest early morning is the time that people go to school, to 
work, or to the market for breakfast or grocery shopping. When it comes to late morning between 
10 am to 12pm, those who stay at home gradually come out for various activities. During this 
period, the covered parking space (P7) (nearly 20 people at the peak) and the basketball court 
(P2) (over 30 people at maximum) are the most used spaces. The covered parking space (P7) 
attracts people because it is used by a local dance team for practices every weekday; this usually 
draws many passers-by who enjoy the performance.  
The rhythm of activities slows down during noon time when people go home for lunch and a 
nap. Then in the early afternoon between 2pm and 4pm, the number of people in the center 
garden (P5) grows. A few benches located in this spot and shading from trees makes P5 an ideal 
place to rest and get away from sun exposure. During the late afternoon between 4pm and 6pm, 
people gather at the basketball court. Some people were also observed at the fitness spot (P4) 
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beside the center garden to do simple exercises. The fitness spot (P4) is mostly used during the 
three peak times on the weekdays, but the number of its users remains rather stable after 12pm 
on weekends. The evening time (6pm-8pm) when people tend to be eating dinner is another low 
point for outdoor activities. After that, the commons become hectic again. People mostly 
concentrate at the basketball court (P2) partly because it is the most well-lighted outdoor spaces 
during the night. 
 
Figure 26 Number of people at communal spaces by time slots during weekdays 
(Source: computed by author) 
During weekends, similar patterns of activities are observed, yet as Figure 27 shows the 
amount of people using the outdoor spaces increases and activities are scattered at different 
places across time slots. As the graph in Figure 27 illustrates, the lines for most spaces flatten to 
some extent and show less fluctuation than is observed for weekday activities. Notably, the 
basketball court stands out as the most popular place throughout the day except at noon. The 
different patterns between weekdays and weekends can be attributed to the participation of 
working young adults who have little time for outdoor activities during weekdays. In fact, I did 
observe more young adults during nights and weekends in general in outdoor spaces than at any 
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other times.  
 
 
Figure 27 Number of people at communal spaces by time slots during weekends 
(Source: computed by author) 
7.2.2 Type of activities in communal spaces 
In order to highlight neighboring behaviors, activities observed in the communal spaces are 
divided into two categories: self-oriented activities that involve little interaction with non-family 
members and group activities engaging neighborly interaction. For example, an adult playing 
with a young child is regarded as a self-oriented activity if their relationship is evidently parent/ 
grandparent and children. In contrast, two adults walking together is usually classified as a group 
activity if their kinship relation is not self-evident37. Self-oriented activities are related to the 
concept of passive contact, which may be considered as non-social interactions, while group 
activities are regarded as social activities or interactional activities (Gehl, 1987).  
Different patterns of activities are observed for different age groups. It is shown that the 
elderly and children are the most frequent patrons of the communal spaces. During weekdays, 
grandparents were observed taking out their grandchildren for a walk or to exercise. School 
                                                             
37 The familial relationship may be determined by intimate physical contacts, such as two adults holding hands, in 
the Chinese context. Otherwise, activities involving two or more people are classified as group activities with non-
family members.  
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children like to come out and play with others in the afternoon after school, in evenings after 
dinner, and on weekends. Some young adults were observed outdoors playing basketball, 
walking or jogging in the late evening during weekdays and on weekends. Being physically 
present outside often stimulates short conversations, e.g., greeting each other or talking about 
their kids when people meet. Most such interactions take place among grandparents/parents, 
among elderly people, and among children. Young adults with no children were mostly observed 
doing self-oriented activities, such as walking, jogging, and sitting alone. Group activities in the 
communal spaces include dancing, talking, playing basketball, and playing mahjong, cards, or 
Chinese chess. 
Figure 30 summarizes frequencies of different types of activities observed in the targeted 
spots. The y-axis is the average number of “groups” engaging in self-oriented activities and 
group activities respectively, computed by dividing the total number of groups by the total 
number of observations. Here the “group” of self-oriented activities can be individuals or a group 
of family members who are not interacting with other non-family members. 
This figure confirms the observer’s intuitive conclusions. For most spots, self-oriented 
activities outnumber group activities. Specifically, the playground (P1) and the fitness spot (P4) 
are mostly used for self-oriented activities. Sporadic casual interactions, e.g. talking, usually take 
place among children playing at the same spot or between parents when their children are 
playing. The two spots are where exercising equipments are placed and are mostly used by 
elderly people and young children. School children seem to love the playground (P1) where, 
when they come back from school, they can play on the swings and with other gymnastic 
equipment such as horizontal bars (Figure 28). Mobility rates associated with these two locations 
are high because people usually stay in either of these two locations for a short period of time, 
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specifically engaged in exercises (less than 10 minutes). 
 
Figure 28 The playground (P1) at the entrance 
(Source: author) 
Consistent with previous findings, the basketball court (P2) is the most popular space for the 
residents in terms of both self-oriented and group activities, albeit the former slightly outnumbers 
the latter. People get together for fun activities, such as playing basketball, roller skating, dancing 
and children playing.  
The center garden (P5) is a good place for socialization, with the frequency of group 
activities exceeded only by those at the basketball court. This is probably because of its location 
at the neighborhood center and the sitting space on the square. It is one of the few places where 
benches are available for people to sit for relaxation and to talk to one another (Figure 29). For 
most of the time the space is a traffic hub which people pass through. People do not stay for long, 
but tend to have a short talk when they meet one another.  
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Figure 29 Socializing at the center garden (P5) 
(Source: author) 
The covered parking space (P7) and the swimming pool (P3) are the only two spots where 
group activities outnumber self-oriented activities although the frequencies of use are relatively 
low. The covered parking space (P7) is a popular place for people to dance in groups or play 
mahjong, cards and Chinese chess. These activities usually draw attention from many local 
residents. In fact, other covered parking spaces located elsewhere in the neighborhood are also 
often used for group activities such as playing mahjong and cards. The swimming pool (P3) per 
se had not been in use for over a year when I conducted these field observations. It was the most 
underused spot in the neighborhood. But the path surrounding the pool and other circulation 
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areas, such as sidewalks, are used by residents as trails for walking or jogging. People are often 
found walking in twos or threes around the swimming pool.  
 
Figure 30 Average frequency of self-oriented and group activities at target spots 
(Source: computed by author) 
Although no systematic observations were made of the circulation areas, such as pedestrian 
paths and traffic routes (partly because it is difficult to document the movement of people), 
casual interactions can often be seen in these places where people encounter one another when 
they pass through these paths on the way to their destinations (Figure 31). This indicates the 
importance of circulation space as a physical setting for neighborly contact.  
0 
0.5 
1 
1.5 
2 
2.5 
3 
3.5 
P1‐playground P2‐basketball 
court 
P3‐swimming 
pool 
P4‐fitness spot P5‐center 
garden 
P6‐rest area P7‐covered 
parking space 
Number of groups in self‐oriented activities Number of groups in group activities 
182 
 
 
Figure 31 Uses of circulation areas 
(Source: author) 
7.2.3 Use of communal space for information dissemination 
The communal spaces of KLG are not only used by residents for various outdoor activities, but 
are also utilized by RC, HA, and PMC as a platform for information dissemination and 
community mobilization, which keeps residents informed on a wide range of community issues. 
Information and notices are primarily provided on four bulletin boards placed at strategic points 
in the neighborhood – two for RC and two for HA (Figure 32). The two bulletin boards for RC 
are placed along the main traffic route near the west gate. They are used for dissemination of 
family plan policies and relevant knowledge, and for publicity about Community Building 
programs. The other two boards placed at the center garden are used for the HA to inform 
residents of HA activities and related issues, such as notice of homeowners assembly, collective 
decisions made by homeowners, statement of income and expenditure for HA, and so forth. In 
addition to the bulletin boards, the steel doors at the entrance of each building are also used to 
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post urgent notices, such as power cuts, community events and the like.   
 
Figure 32 Messages delivered on bulletin boards (left) and the door of a building (right) 
(Source: author) 
The communal spaces may also serve as a platform for community mobilization. For 
example, the HA hangs printed slogans in highly visible locations of the compound, e.g., in the 
tree at the center garden, to encourage homeowners’ participation in community affairs. These 
slogans may say things like “Stabilizing the community, it is homeowners’ call to make” or 
“Participate in homeowners’ assembly, build our own community” (Figure 33). Similar strategies 
are adopted to reinforce homeowners’ sense of collective ownership of the shared spaces of the 
neighborhood, as exemplified by the sign outside the basketball court which reads “the sports 
court is collectively owned by homeowners, appropriation by anyone else is prohibited” (Figure 
33).   
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Figure 33 Slogans and signs at communal spaces 
(Source: author) 
 
7.3 Communal space as a nurturing ground for neighborhood attachment 
The intra-psychic mechanism of neighborhood communal space is manifested by its role as a 
nurturing ground of local residents’ common interests in terms of use and economic values of the 
residential space of an estate. As previously demonstrated, communal spaces in KLG not only 
provide a physical setting of socialization, recreation, and relaxation, but also create economic 
benefits for the community. In other words, community members share a common stake in the 
communal space in terms of both use and economic value. Participatory behaviors usually take 
place when residents feel these common interests are at stake. As one resident explained his 
persistence in urging the PMC to fix a broken faucet in a common restroom, “if a faucet were 
broken at your home, would you be worried? It’s the same thinking. It is not someone else’s stuff, 
it’s our own stuff” (Interviewee No. 12). Similar incentives to protect common interests 
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associated with the communal spaces are widely cited as motivations for collective activities. 
One resident commented that he got involved in the “land enclosure” event in the interest of the 
use value of these open spaces, “apparently the developer has intruded on our place. The 
basketball court is a place where everybody goes for many activities, and people can walk or jog 
around the swimming pool. … Enclosing these spaces would make it very inconvenient for our 
activities. It was not planned that way” (Interviewee No. 22).  
Whereas neighborhood attachment stemming from common interests stimulates participation, 
being unaware of these common interests tends to preclude participation. For example, a 
community activist recalled that she did not participate in the “land enclosure” event in the first 
place because she thought it was a legal and normal process of development by the developer 
and was not aware that her own interests were involved.  
7.4 Communal space as a platform for social capital mechanism 
In the process of social capital mechanism, neighborhood communal space provides a platform 
where various social processes are played out. First, both observations and interview data show 
that communal space provides a social locale in a neighborhood where residents interact with 
one another and develop place-based social capital which directly or indirectly contributes to 
community participation. Second, communal space provides a stage for community mobilization 
where social norms and shared values are expressed and reinforced. Messages delivered on the 
billboards, the printed banners, and various signs in KLG keep residents aware of their common 
interests in the compound and reinforce the community identity. Mobilizing campaigns and 
organized associational activities held in communal spaces, such as homeowners’ assembly 
(Figure 34), bring people together for community participation. In the “land enclosure” event, 
community activists beat drums in communal spaces to call upon residents to join the protest 
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against the developer, and interview respondents have confirmed the effectiveness of this 
strategy.  
 
Figure 34 Homeowners' Assembly of KLG on the basketball court, April 2013 
(Source: author) 
7.5 Use of communal space in relation to the spatial attributes 
Previous analyses have well illustrated that neighborhood communal space makes significant 
contributions to the local population’s community participation, not only as a social locale for 
interactional activities, but also as a physical setting through which symbolic meanings are 
articulated and local sentiment developed. This section is devoted to the relationship between the 
two domains of communal space, identifying physical features that encourage people’s use of 
communal space. 
7.5.1 Results from survey data 
In previous analyses, the six aspects of spatial attributes of communal space, measured by 
respondents’ subjective evaluation (satisfaction), were collapsed into one indicator to gauge the 
overall physical context of communal space. In the final stage of quantitative analyses, I assess 
the six dimensions separately to identify the most relevant factors of the physical setting for 
people’s usage of the space. Specifically, the variable of uses of communal space (combining 
group activities and self-oriented activities) is regressed on the six variables measuring different 
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physical aspects of communal space, controlling for individual socio-demographic variables. 
Because the dependent variable (frequency of uses of communal space) is a mean value of two 
interval variables (frequency of group activities and that of self-oriented activities), a simple 
linear regression model is performed.  
The results are shown in Table 21. The model is satisfactory based on the statistics of R-
square (0.1683). Controlling for the socio-demographic disparities among respondents, it is 
found that uses of communal space are most strongly associated with spaciousness of a space 
(0.142), followed by landscape design (0.121), and accessibility of these spaces in a 
neighborhood (0.113). Comfortable rest areas are also relevant but only of marginal significance. 
The significance of landscape design is consistent with studies in the U.S. which have shown the 
importance of natural elements in residential environments (Kim & Kaplan, 2004).  
Architectural design of communal space and to what extent the space fulfills one’s needs, 
however, do not show significant effects. It may imply that Chinese residents are more concerned 
with functional uses than visual aesthetics of the built environment. The effect of “fulfillment of 
needs” is non-significant because it has been largely explained by the other five spatial aspects. 
In sum, residents’ environmental experiences with neighborhood communal space are most 
likely to improve if these spaces provide enough room for various activities and are conveniently 
distributed with careful landscaping.  
Concerning socio-demographic factors, more frequent activities in communal spaces are 
observed for migrants compared to locals, residents with longer residence, females (versus 
males), people of older age, married couples, and households with youth children. Household 
income and education, however, are negatively associated with frequency of outdoor activities in 
a neighborhood.  
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Table 21 Regression results of uses of communal space in relation to its spatial attributes 
Dependent variable: uses of communal space Coefficient Standard error 
Spatial attributes of communal spaces 
- Accessibility 0.113* .045 
- Spaciousness 0.142** .050 
- Architectural design -0.084 .050 
- Landscape design 0.121* .048 
- Comfort of rest area 0.094a .048 
- Fulfillment of needs 0.086 .054 
Socio-demographic factors   
Homeowner (ref: renter) 0.056 .095 
Local (ref: migrant) -0.216* .083 
Years of residence 0.017* .007 
Education -0.095** .030 
Household income per capita -0.002* .001 
Work sector (ref: private sector)   
- Government agencies -0.113 .094 
- Public-sector enterprise 0.104 .087 
- Not working 0.042 .149 
Male (ref: female) -0.299*** .069 
Age 0.010** .003 
Never married (ref: ever married) -0.411** .122 
Children (ref: no children under 16) 0.247** .074 
Intercept 1.605 .251 
Model fitness   
No. of observation = 1,480; Adjusted R-squared = 0.1683; 
Note: The spatial attributes of communal spaces are assessed by respondents’ subjective evaluation at a five-level 
scale. *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05; a p<0.1. Source: computed based on survey data 
7.5.2 Case study: Spatial attributes and outdoor activities 
The quantitative analyses have identified three major factors that affect people’s use of 
communal spaces – spaciousness, landscaping, and accessibility of communal spaces. In 
attempting to corroborate these analyses through observation in KLG, it is difficult to determine 
the effect of landscaping because nearly all areas of KLG are covered with plenty of trees and 
other green landscape. Interviews, however, do indicate that landscaping is important for the 
outdoor activities because respondents believe that the greenery improves the air quality within 
the neighborhood. As one interviewee indicated, “I wouldn’t have come down if there weren’t 
any green spaces and if I don’t like the air here” (Interviewee No. 10) 38.  Her appreciation of 
fresh air in the neighborhood is also echoed by several other residents. Yet excessive coverage of 
                                                             
38 Interviewee details are recorded here by a case number in the interests of maintaining interviewee anonymity.  
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trees and plants is also associated with pest problems, such as mosquitoes and snakes 
(Interviewee No. 2), which greatly affect residents’ outdoor experiences. While some residents 
are satisfied with the landscaping in KLG overall, others are concerned by their perception of the 
decreasing maintenance of green spaces in the neighborhood.  
In addition to landscaping, observations in KLG support the quantitative finding that 
spaciousness and accessibility of communal spaces affect uses of and activities in communal 
spaces. Spaciousness appears to be especially important for group activities. First, a spacious 
space has capacity for more people and more diverse activities. Second, the size of a space is an 
important factor to maintain an appropriate social distance for privacy (Kim & Kaplan, 2004). As 
presented earlier, most neighborly interactions are found in places large enough for group 
activities, such as the basketball court, the center garden, and covered parking spaces.  
My observations also confirm that a place in a convenient location that is easy to access tends 
to attract more people than other places, echoing Hester’s (1984) observation in American 
neighborhoods that spaces within sight-distance of residents are more likely to be used. The 
heavy uses of communal spaces in KLG can be partly attributed to the estate’s compact spatial 
arrangement of diverse open spaces at the central area so that people can move easily from one 
place to another for different purposes. For example, children were often observed moving to the 
basketball court (P2) after staying in the playground (P1) for a while, and then shifting to the 
covered space (P7) or the center garden (P5), because all of these places are well connected. The 
importance of accessibility is also demonstrated by greater concentration of activities in the 
covered parking space at the central area (P7) than in other empty parking spaces in peripheral 
areas.   
Flexible function of a space is another important feature that appears to encourage residents’ 
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use of the space. The versatile functions of a space allows for a wide range of activities that 
involve different age groups at different times of the day. For example, the basketball court 
(Figure 35) is used for walking and exercising in the morning; it becomes a basketball court and 
a playground for children in the afternoon and a square for group dancing and many other 
activities at night. Sometimes the space is even used to dry clothes under the sun.  
 
Figure 35 Flexible function of the basketball court 
(Source: author) 
The covered parking spaces are also versatile (Figure 36). The empty spaces at off-peak 
times enable people to adjust the space to satisfy their needs. People set up their own furniture, 
usually portable desks and chairs, in the space to play mahjong or Chinese chess. The concrete 
bollards are used to sit and rest. The spacious area is also regularly used for group dancing. In 
contrast with the multi-functional spaces, function-specific spaces, such as the playground and 
the fitness spot, usually have fixed apparatus, e.g., fitness equipment. People therefore have to 
use these spaces as they are designed and can make few adaptations. Such spaces tend to attract 
specific users and the usage is more subject to a specific time of a day.  
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Figure 36 Flexible function of covered parking spaces 
(Source: author) 
 
7.6 Summary 
This chapter illustrates the social-capital and intra-physic mechanisms whereby neighborhood 
communal space affects community participation. The main findings are summarized below. 
First, communal space, or to a larger extent the built environment, should not be viewed as a 
one-dimensional concept. Effects of different domains of communal space influence community 
participation through different pathways. While numerous social activities that take place in the 
communal space every day facilitate the accumulation of place-based social capital, the physical 
attributes of the place contribute to making of sense of attachment. Qualitative evidence confirms 
that communal space not only serves as a nurturing ground for common interests of the 
community, arousing neighborhood attachment for local residents, but also serves as a platform 
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where place-based social capital is developed, and social norms and shared values are articulated. 
The diversity of communal spaces in the neighborhood not only offers local residents a wide 
range of opportunities for neighborly interaction, but also serves as a platform for information 
dissemination and community mobilization. 
Second, neighborhood attachment is less associated with strong personal ties than with weak 
ties built upon general social trust and reciprocity. The physical attributes of communal space 
have significant and positive direct effects on neighborhood attachment. 
Finally, quantitative and qualitative evidence suggests that different types of activities are 
affected by spatial attributes of the communal spaces, including landscaping, spaciousness, 
accessibility, and flexible function. Systematic observations show that the communal spaces in 
KLG are heavily used by residents. The most frequent users of the commons are the elderly and 
young children; young adults are more likely to perform outdoor activities at night and during 
weekends. The peak time for outdoor activities appears at late morning, late afternoon, and at 
night. In general, people tend to participate in self-oriented activities more frequently than group 
activities.  
In sum, the findings in this section highlight the social and psychological functions in the 
process of community making. The two dimensions are not mutually exclusive, but rather should 
be integrated to gain a holistic understanding of the built environment and community 
participation. It is through the social capital mechanism and the intra-physic mechanism that 
communal space is recoded by local residents to create possibilities for civic participation.  
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Chapter Eight. Conclusion and Discussion 
Against the backdrop of unchecked urbanization and globalization, urban scholars have been 
seeking sustainable ways of building integrated communities in the city. Urban planners and 
architects have dedicated extensive scholarly endeavors to examining the relationships among 
neighborhood built environment, local social relations, and community identity. Sociologists, on 
the other hand, have focused on how territory-bounded social ties are utilized by a local 
population to achieve positive community outcomes. Further, community psychologists delve 
into place sentiment as a driving force underlying local residents’ participation in community 
governance. These segmented lines of inquiry have attempted to address one substantive 
question: how should an integrated community be built to enable the local population to work as 
a collectivity to maintain the common good? Urban planners and designers tend to approach this 
question through community design. Yet the theoretical premises underlying their prescription, 
such as the New Urbanism approach, have been understudied and inadequately substantiated by 
empirical evidence. This dissertation contributes to this scholarship by synthesizing these parallel 
theoretical approaches to gain a holistic understanding of the relationship between neighborhood 
built environment, especially neighborhood communal space (e.g., open spaces, clubhouse), and 
community participation – defined as a local population’s voluntary participation in community 
political and social affairs in both formal and informal ways.  
I situate this study in the context of commodity housing estates – the primary form of 
contemporary urban communities in China. Specifically, I address the following questions: 
• Does neighborhood communal space contribute to a local population’s community 
participation? 
• To what extent does neighborhood-based social capital serve as a mediator between 
communal space and community participation?  
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• To what extent does neighborhood attachment serve as a mediator between communal 
space and community participation?  
• How do the two mechanisms work respectively in commodity housing estates in China? 
This study draws on a city-wide survey of 1,809 households in 39 commodity housing estates 
in Guangzhou city and a qualitative case study of a selected neighborhood. The main argument 
stemming from this research is that neighborhood communal spaces, as an essential part of the 
neighborhood built environment, have an important role to play in shaping a local population’s 
participatory behaviors in the context of newly-built Chinese urban communities. Communal 
space does not directly affect community participation. Rather, it serves as a common ground for 
nurturing neighborhood attachment and place-based social capital, which then produce “push” 
and “pull” effects respectively on individuals’ participatory behaviors. I argue that the 
importance of neighborhood communal space lies not only in its social function as a locale for 
interpersonal interactions and its psychological function as a source of place sentiment, but more 
importantly, it has a civic virtue in the sense that it facilitates community participation through 
the social-capital mechanism and the intra-physic mechanism. The main findings are further 
elaborated below and presented in Figure 37. 
8.1 Summary of main findings  
8.1.1 Indirect effects of communal space on community participation 
Quantitative analyses of the survey data substantiate the hypothesized positive association 
between neighborhood communal space and community participation. On the neighborhood 
level, the presence of more communal spaces in a neighborhood is associated with a higher 
likelihood of residents’ community participation. On the individual level, uses and environmental 
appraisal of communal space are both significant predictors of community participation. 
Communal space contributes to community participation only through indirect pathways. 
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Specifically, the effects of communal space are mediated by place-based social capital and 
neighborhood attachment.   
8.1.2 Communal space as a nurturing ground for social capital  
Both the survey and qualitative data suggest that neighborhood communal space is an important 
social arena for neighborly interaction. Quantitative results indicate that frequent users of 
communal space tend to have more acquaintances in the neighborhood (private social capital) as 
well as more positive perception of general neighborly relationship (community social capital). 
Qualitative evidence from the case study of Kin-Lai Garden (KLG) further shows that informal 
daily encounters and organized group activities which usually take place in communal spaces are 
the main conduits for residents to know one another. Residents in KLG tend to have personal 
contacts based on courtesy and convenience; limited intensive interactions usually occur among 
residents with similar background, e.g., being from the same place of origin or having children of 
similar age. Despite loose social contacts, interview respondents tend to have positive perception 
of general reciprocity among residents although a few expressed mistrust among residents and 
showed distrust in homeowners’ association members.  
8.1.3 Communal space as a nurturing ground for neighborhood attachment  
Communal space can also be seen as a ground for nurturing neighborhood attachment. On the 
one hand, private social capital and community social capital generated through activities in 
communal spaces are both significant predictors of neighborhood attachment; community social 
capital, a measure of perception of the overall social milieu, exerts much stronger effects than 
private social capital on place attachment. On the other hand, the physical environment per se, 
measured by individuals’ overall satisfaction with the physical attributes of communal spaces, is 
equally important for neighborhood attachment – its size of effect is comparable to that of 
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community social capital and stronger than that of private social capital. These results indicate 
that communal space produces both direct and indirect effects on neighborhood attachment. 
Closer scrutiny of neighborhood attachment in the case study reveals that personal meanings 
embedded in the physical environment of KLG are articulated through its use value for residents 
as a place to live and for various activities, and through its economic value associated with 
property ownership and common income generated from shared properties. In this sense, the 
physical domain of neighborhood attachment grows out of residents’ interests and value attached 
to the built environment. 
8.1.4 Creating civic potential: The synergy of social-capital mechanism and intra-physic 
mechanism 
The quantitative analyses suggest that neither neighborhood-based social capital nor 
neighborhood attachment alone provides adequate explanation of the association between 
communal space and community participation. Instead, both place-based social capital (private 
and community) and neighborhood attachment exert significant direct effects on participation. 
According to interview data, different forms of community participation – informal routine 
activities and organized collective activities – are associated with different combinations of 
social capital and neighborhood attachment with “individualism” at one extreme and “activism” 
at the other. Neighborhood attachment and social capital are found to work through different 
mechanisms. The former exerts a push effect stimulating residents to act for their “home ground”; 
the latter, on the other hand, produces a pull effect binding community members to act 
collectively for the common good through the interactive mechanism (private social capital) and 
the reinforcement mechanism (community social capital).  
Both the survey data and the case study indicate that neighborhood communal space 
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embodies civic virtue in that it facilitates community participation through a synergy of the 
social-capital mechanism and the inter-physic mechanism. On the one hand, the physical 
components of communal space, imbued with symbolic personal meanings, serve as a source of 
neighborhood attachment that produces internal incentives for individuals to act. On the other 
hand, communal space is used as a social venue where neighborly contacts are made, and social 
norms and shared values are articulated; social capital developed out of the space further 
contributes to community participation by consolidating community members.  
8.1.5 Relevant spatial attributes of communal space  
This study also sheds light on important physical attributes of communal space which encourage 
people’s use of neighborhood outdoor spaces. Six aspects are highlighted based on the survey 
data and the case study: spaciousness, landscaping, accessibility, flexible function, and 
cleanliness. Quantitative analyses reveal that residents’ satisfaction with spaciousness, landscape, 
and accessibility of communal space are all positively associated with frequency of use of 
communal spaces. The case study illustrates that spaciousness is important as it offers sufficient 
room for more people and diverse activities; well-landscaped communal space tends to improve 
people’s outdoor experiences visually and physically; in addition, spaces that are easily 
accessible attract more users than otherwise. Convenient placement of communal spaces allows 
people to move efficiently from one place to another. Observations in the field further show that 
a space with versatile functions is more frequently used by local residents because it has the 
flexibility of uses by different age groups for different activities at different times of a day. 
Finally, cleanliness and the upkeep of communal spaces are also mentioned by some residents as 
one factor that affects their experience with the physical environment. 
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Figure 37 Summary of main findings 
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8.1.6 Socio-demographic characteristics and community participation 
In terms of who participates in community affairs in contemporary Chinese communities, strong 
evidence exists to suggest that homeowners, residents with local hukou, those with a longer 
history of residence, and employers in government agencies are more likely to be participants. 
Other socio-demographic variables, such as education, income, sex, age, marital status, and 
presence of young children, do not show significant effects. However, education seems to be 
negatively associated with private social capital in the neighborhood. Being male tends to be 
positively associated with community social capital. The elderly are likely to have a higher level 
of neighborhood attachment but have fewer acquaintances in the neighborhood.  
8.2 Literature revisited: A synthesis of theory 
8.2.1 The built environment and community formation 
This dissertation speaks to the scholarship of the relationship between the built environment and 
community formation. Many city planners and designers have attempted to promote social 
interaction and sense of community through community design (Duany & Plater-Zyberk, 2000; 
Langdon, 1994; McCamant & Durrett, 1994). Yet, the claims of “building community through 
design” have been criticized as sheer theoretical assumptions due to lack of empirical evidence 
and ambiguous conceptualization of the multi-dimensional sense of community (Talen, 1999: 
1362). This study sheds light on the debate about the extent and the ways that the built 
environment can contribute to community formation. Although not all design principles, e.g., 
mixed land use, are addressed, this study has validated some implicit assumptions underlying the 
design principles of communal space advocated by planning practitioners intended to promote 
social interaction.  
The first assumption concerns the built environment and social interaction, which suggests 
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that certain physical factors, such as presence of public space and clearly delineated center and 
edge, facilitate resident interaction. Extensive studies have substantiated this idea, providing 
evidence that, among other environmental factors, front porches (Brown, Burton, & Sweaney, 
1998), window and door placement (Bothwell, Gindroz, & Lang, 1998; Gans, 1962), the 
physical arrangement of houses and access paths (Festinger, Back, & Schachter, 1950), and 
common areas shared by residents (Fleming, Baum, & Singer, 1985; Torres-Antonini, 2001) 
encourage neighborly contacts in one way or another. Findings of this study once again 
corroborate the social value of the neighborhood built environment, specifically with its effect on 
residents’ utilization of communal spaces. As previously demonstrated, the presence of more 
communal spaces and certain design features of communal spaces do encourage people’s use of 
these spaces and enhance social capital accumulation. These shared spaces provide numerous 
opportunities for passive and active contacts among residents which may otherwise be very 
limited. However, while a linkage can be established between the built environment and quantity 
of social contact as well as an overall perception of neighborliness, the association between the 
built environment and intensity or quality of social contact remains less clear. It means that the 
contribution of environmental factors to strong social ties among residents must not be 
overstated, because deeper social involvement may rely more on perceived homogeneity (i.e., 
having something in common) or a need for mutual aid (Kleit, 2005) than on the material form of 
a neighborhood. As the theory of “community liberated” suggests, the contemporary 
neighborhood diminishes in importance as an arena for close-knit social grouping (Wellman & 
Leighton, 1979). This, nonetheless, does not undermine the importance of neighborhood as a 
ground for community formation. It is arguable that loosely-connected local social networks 
exert stronger effects than strong personal involvement on residents’ place sentiment and 
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participatory behaviors, as this study has shown. 
Another implication derived from the “building community through design approach” is that 
the physical construction of space is purported to promote a strong sense of community via a 
mechanism of social interaction. While this assertion has been regarded as the main social 
doctrine of New Urbanism, limited evidence has been found to support the argument. This is 
partly because new urbanists have rarely provided clear definitions of the encompassing concept 
of sense of community (Kim & Kaplan, 2004; McMillan & Chavis, 1986), or how the built 
environment relates to each dimension of this concept. This dissertation partially resolves the 
puzzle: neighborhood communal space contributes to place attachment, a key domain of sense of 
community (Kim & Kaplan, 2004), through the pathway of social capital. 
Notably, the pathway of social capital is only part of the story. As compared with its social 
functioning, the potential influence of the psychological dimension of the built environment has 
been underestimated by many city planners and designers. For community psychologists, a place 
is more than merely a social construction. For these scholars, the physical environment per se is 
as meaningful as the social setting to residents. For example, among others, Eisenhauer, 
Krannich, and Blahna (2000) found that people regard public land as special because of 
environmental features of the place or because of interactions with significant others at the locale. 
Stedman (2003) examined the pathways between the physical landscape (i.e., a shore 
development) and sense of place more systematically and demonstrated that the physical 
landscape is imbued with symbolic meanings which may or may not be associated with social 
involvement. This dissertation further supports the idea that, in the context of residential 
communities, the built environment matters as much as the local social context in the process of 
forming place sentiment. My findings further reveal a reciprocal relationship between place 
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attachment and social capital: place attachment may serve as a perquisite for local social 
involvement, which then produces reinforcing effects on attachment. It echoes Stedman’s (2003) 
argument that the physical setting forms a material base for the symbolic meanings attached to it, 
which is subject to change contingent on the physical characteristics of the setting. In response to 
the New Urbanism ideology, this dissertation uncovers another side of the built environment – 
the symbolic meanings it carries for space users which, regardless of social embeddedness, may 
translate into place attachment. This psychological aspect of the built environment deserves more 
attention from researchers and planning practitioners.  
Moving beyond social relations and personal meanings associated with the physical space, 
results from this study further point to a civic virtue of neighborhood communal space. The 
ideology of “building community through design” implicitly indicates that community design 
can somehow translate a communal space into a civic space by cultivating residents’ sense of 
community so that residents regard themselves as part of the larger community and willingly 
work together for the common good. This line of thinking, however, has not been empirically 
examined. Limited evidence does indicate the physical environment contributes to a 
collaborative community (Parisi, Grice, Taquino, & Grill, 2002; Perkins, Brown, & Taylor, 1996; 
Perkins, Florin, Rich, Wandersman, & Chavis, 1990; Torres-Antonini, 2001), yet it remains 
unclear why and how the physical form can affect participation.  
This study illustrates the processes by which the built environment, or more precisely 
communal spaces, influence participation. Echoing Torres-Antonini’s (2001) observations of the 
common house in an American cohousing project, this study illustrates that communal spaces 
produce indirect effects on participatory behaviors. These effects do not work through a linear 
process, but rather, are channeled through a combination of social capital and neighborhood 
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attachment. 
8.2.2 Social capital theory and participation  
The social capital theory (Newton, 1997; Putnam, 2000; Putnam, Leonardi, & Nanetti, 1993) has 
provided a powerful framework to understand various community participation behaviors, such 
as political voting (Putnam, 1966), discussing problems with neighbors (Bolland & McCallum, 
2002), problem-focused collectivities (Gittell & Vidal, 1998), and organized associational 
activities (Perkins et al., 1990). Indeed, as many researchers have observed, these in-group 
interactional processes are effective in mobilizing community members to participate in 
community affairs (Rosenstone & Hansen, 1993; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997). 
Existing studies, however, have grouped multiple related concepts, such as sense of community, 
neighboring, collective efficacy, and mutual trust under the encompassing notion of “social 
capital”, which obscures the underlying mechanisms of social capital. An implicit assumption 
underlying the social capital mechanism is that people are induced or mobilized by their peers to 
participate in community issues through group interaction.  
This study confirms the positive roles of place-based social capital in promoting community 
participation. Yet it also points to some deficits in the application of social capital theory in 
community participation. First, the two levels of social capital (Portes, 2000) perform distinct 
mechanisms and should be distinguished. Findings show that while both private social capital 
and community social capital are significant predictors of community participation, the former 
works mainly through the interactive mechanism and the latter through the reinforcement 
mechanism. As Perkins et al. (1990) have argued, interactive processes allow residents to 
become more acquainted, share information, discuss community issues, which may translate into 
collective activities. The reinforcement effects, on the other hand, rely on residents’ conformity 
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to community norms that are embedded in local social networks which may be transmitted by 
personal contacts or perceived by residents (Angus Campbell, Philip E. Converse, Warren E. 
Miller, & Stokes, 1960; Putnam, 1966; Putnam et al., 1993). The two levels of social capital 
work together, binding community members to work towards collective goals, but they are 
theoretically and practically distinct. This suggests the need, as Hays and Kogl (2007) have also 
commented, for urban scholars to break down the general conceptualization of social capital into 
different forms and further probe their differential impacts on neighborhoods and communities.  
The second deficit of the social capital framework is that it overlooks the intra-physic 
mechanism. This study demonstrates that the social capital model is inadequate to explain 
residents’ community participation. Neighborhood attachment has proven to have significant and 
positive effects independent of social capital effects. This study shows that in the case of Kin Lai 
Garden residents perform informal routine activities – the least demanding form of participation 
– even if they report a very low level of social capital within the neighborhood. Similar 
observations have also been made by Hays and Kogl (2007), who found that in some 
neighborhoods in the United States stronger social engagement does not necessarily lead to 
deeper involvement in organized associational activities whereas personal identification with and 
commitment to a neighborhood are more relevant for participation. I argue that this is because 
place attachment and social capital serve different functions for community mobilization – the 
former as an internal impetus for action and the latter as external forces from the community. To 
some extent, the self-motivation mechanism through neighborhood attachment may be seen as a 
prerequisite for any form of community participation. This should not seem surprising, because 
as Carter, Donald, and Squires (1993) point out, people may only act on issues that carry a value 
to the individual and the collective.  
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8.2.3 Community psychology theory and participation 
Theory on place attachment and meaning has been extensively explored by environmental and 
community psychologists (Hughey, Perkins, & Speer., 2002; Low & Altman, 1992; McMillan & 
Chavis, 1986; Proshansky, 1978) and has provided an informative perspective on how people’s 
emotional connections to and perceptions of a place relate to grassroots participation (Brown, 
Perkins, & Brown, 2003; Manzo & Perkins, 2006; Perkins et al., 1990). Existing studies, 
however, tend to treat various concepts pertaining to place-based psychological ties, such as 
place attachment, sense of place, and sense of community as undifferentiated constructs and 
often incorporate them into social capital theory (see for example, Conway & Hachen, 2005; 
Hughey et al., 2002). Although these studies, mostly in the U.S. contexts, illuminate that place 
attachment, or more broadly sense of place, closely correlates to citizen participation and 
community development, the conflation of the intra-physic mechanism with social capital 
mechanism undermines the significance of place-based rather than people-based factors that 
contribute to participation. Further this conflation limits the applicability of the intra-physic 
theory in community mobilization.  
Urban scholars have called for further investigation into the underlying mechanisms of place 
sentiment (Hays & Kogl, 2007; Manzo & Perkins, 2006).This study responds to the debate and 
corroborates the need to incorporate place sentiment, such as place attachment, into the 
scholarship of community participation. It also highlights a need to distinguish community 
psychology concepts analytically and theoretically from social capital in that, as this study has 
rigorously illustrated, neighborhood attachment produces direct effects, yet through a mechanism 
fundamentally different from the social capital mechanism.  
Despite the fact that place attachment entails a social domain, which is associated with local 
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social networks, the intra-psychic mechanism is neither a substitute nor a competitor of the social 
capital mechanism. This study reveals that neighborhood attachment is less powerful in 
explaining organized collective activities than informal routine activities. Similar results are 
presented by Bolland and McCallum (2002) who found in the U.S. context that sense of 
community is predictive of informal conversations about community issues among residents but 
not of more formal ways of participation, such as working with others to solve problems and 
contacting officials; the latter form of participation, however, is accounted for by neighboring 
behaviors. These results indicate that social capital theory and community psychology theory are 
complementary and need to be integrated to better understand the driving forces behind different 
forms of community participation.  
8.3 Substantive implications: Mobilizing community participation 
Results of this dissertation have implications for community mobilization practices. Spontaneous 
grassroots participation in urban China has grown slowly and cautiously. This study shows that 
commodity housing estates have started to form a civic ground for grassroots participation. 
Whether these contemporary forms of community participation will eventually lead to the 
formation of a civil society still remains to be seen. Yet these participatory behaviors do stand in 
contrast to participation in neighborhood affairs during socialist times which was associated with 
state organized space and mobilized through workplaces (Lü & Perry, 1997; Xu, 2007). Likewise 
these behaviors show signs of community participation in a western sense which is concerned 
with individual interests and rights. At this stage, participatory behaviors of Chinese residents in 
modern neighborhoods tend to be atomistic and informally driven by narrowly defined self-
interests. Evidence suggests that translating self interests into collective interests requires a 
proper means for mobilization through local associations, such as the HAs. 
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The importance of neighborhood attachment as an intra-physic foundation for participation 
implies that community mobilization in these newly built neighborhoods may be more effective 
if it builds from cultivating residents’ emotional bonds toward the neighborhood and arousing 
people from their apathy and indifference to community issues. Some scholars have observed in 
international community programs that institutionalized reciprocity and communal self-help have 
limited impact on community participation in developing countries in that people are found 
insensitive to mobilization efforts (Blanchet, 2001). My study implies that this could be because 
there is a lack of intrinsic self-motivation of local residents. Improving neighborhood 
environment to better satisfy local residents’ needs may be a good starting point for the efforts to 
promote self-motivation. This study has shown that residents’ appraisal of the built environment 
is positively associated with place attachment articulated through use and economic value of the 
residential space. Also manifested by other studies, the quality of residential space in 
contemporary Chinese neighborhoods is often associated with social status of local residents 
(Pow, 2007). Therefore maintaining neighborhood environment quality may sustain residents’ 
pride and self-esteem related to the neighborhood. Moreover, efforts devoted to solving 
neighborhood environment problems can produce tangible benefits which may solicit or 
consolidate community cohesion. For example, in order to gain trust from ordinary residents, HA 
members in KLG decided to start by fixing problems with the communal spaces. As of my return 
visit to the neighborhood in November 2013, the HA had, among other things, relocated the 
fitness amenities from the playground near the entrance to a more convenient location at the 
center of the estate; they had put in additional street lights and added tables for people to play 
Chinese chess and cards. These activities, according to a HA member, are “the easiest approach 
to showcase the capacity and efficacy of this association” (KLG interview, 2012-2013).  
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The built environment is by no means a determining factor for community participation. It is 
equally important to build mutual trust among residents, which may be partly achieved by 
creating more opportunities for neighborly interactions, for example, organized group activities 
by local associations and government-sponsored community building events. What is more 
important is to strengthen residents’ trust in local associations, especially HAs. Studies indicate 
that trusted local community groups are more successful in running community programs than 
government agencies that have only a distant hand in community issues (Lei, 2001). The case 
study of KLG supports this argument that perceived distrust in HA precludes some residents 
from participation in collective activities.  
Enhancing consciousness of collective and personal rights among community members 
through information sharing and discussion is another important means for community 
mobilization in the Chinese context. This study’s survey in Guangzhou shows that middle-class 
homeowners in commodity housing estates are less knowledgeable to their rights and interests in 
the residential compound than expected by some scholars (Tomba, 2009). About 40 percent of 
the survey respondents reported that they had never heard of concepts like “common interests”, 
“partitioned ownership”, and “collective income”. Only 20 percent indicated that they knew 
about them. These figures suggest the urgency to educate community residents about their 
common interests in the community. Information exchange and knowledge transmission among 
residents, especially between community activists and other residents, are potentially effective 
approaches to improve residents’ rights consciousness. 
Community participation in China cannot be discussed without acknowledging the 
authoritarian apparatus of the country. Community governance in Chinese contemporary 
neighborhoods is under the purview of the state, which exerts its power through the top-down 
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Community Building initiatives at the shequ level. While residents are also mobilized by the 
local state to participate in volunteer programs of shequ service delivery, this form of 
participation appears to receive limited popularity and has involved limited decision making 
processes (Xu, 2007). Moreover, the state efforts of “building a harmonious society” have been 
mostly directed to lifting moral standards of the population rather than genuinely aiming to 
enhance self-governance and self-management of local communities. Urban residents seem to 
identify with the xiaoqu they live in more strongly than with the officially constructed shequ. 
This signifies a shift in neighborhood identity of middle-class Chinese urbanites from being state 
associated to place based. 
The reconfiguration of social, psychological, and political relationships in the urban 
residential space in China calls for recognition by the state-sponsored community building 
paradigm of private interests and meanings embedded in the space. Although the bottom-up 
processes of community making in urban China has been unfolding, the homeowner movement 
faces various obstacles, especially those from government agencies. The absence of reliable 
channels for conflict resolution tends to give rise to contentious practices, generating or 
deepening citizens’ distrust in government. Yet as Read (2008) pointed out, the progress of 
privatization of urban residential space is inevitable, and there will be continuing efforts made by 
community residents in search of solutions for demands arising from rights in the space. I argue 
that the state should not only show sympathy with the grassroots population, but also create civic 
opportunities for residents to pursue their legitimate rights. Homeowners or the representative 
entity (i.e., HAs) should not be placed in a rival position challenging the authority of the 
government, but better be regarded as an effective strand of power that feeds into the state’s long 
cause of building harmonious and sustainable communities.  
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This study also has potential broader implications for community organizing practices 
beyond China. Although the mechanisms of community participation may not operate to the 
same extent in other socio-cultural contexts, multiple studies in contexts of the United States 
seem to share ground with this dissertation. They point out that, for example, neighborhood built 
environment and place-based sentiment deserve more attention and different approaches of 
community organizing should be adopted to promote different forms of participation (Bolland & 
McCallum, 2002; Hays & Kogl, 2007; Torres-Antonini, 2001). If the two mechanisms of 
neighborhood communal space hold in the context of the United States, it suggests existing 
community building/development initiatives which emphasize the primary importance of social 
capital (Gittell & Vidal, 1998) should be adapted and incorporate a more holistic framework into 
practices.  
8.4 Limitations and future research  
8.4.1 Limitations 
Some limitations of this dissertation should be acknowledged. First, this research mainly draws 
on cross-sectional data, which precludes any conclusions about causal relationships among 
neighborhood environment, social capital, neighborhood attachment, and community 
participation. The lack of longitudinal data only enables this study to ascertain one-directional 
relationships inferred from theories. This may have simplified the underlying complex 
mechanisms. For example, this study adopts measures of uses and subjective evaluation of the 
built environment to gauge the effects of communal space at the individual level. This could 
raise questions about whether the two indictors are cause or effect of other neighborhood 
variables. The objective assessment of communal spaces at the neighborhood level and the 
observation and interview data to some extent address that concern. Yet it requires data at 
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different time points to further elucidate the causal relationships.  
Second, related to the first limitation, this study does not tackle possible reciprocal 
relationships among community participation, social capital, neighborhood attachment, and 
environmental change. The qualitative case study hints at a positive effect of community 
collective activities on social capital accumulation. It suggests a self-reinforcing loop between 
the two variables. Likewise, a similar linkage may exist between participation and neighborhood 
attachment. Further, community participation might lead to certain outcomes, such as change in 
the neighborhood environment. These issues are not adequately addressed under the scope of this 
study, but they are all important areas of intellectual inquiry to further understand the interrelated 
dimensions of community experiences. 
Lastly, results of this study apply to residents of commodity housing estates in the city of 
Guangzhou; however the results are not readily transferrable to other residential spaces in urban 
China. On the one hand, the various forms of contemporary urban neighborhoods in China 
display distinct physical characteristics, socioeconomic compositions, and structure of 
community governance. These neighborhood contexts affect how the two mechanisms of 
neighborhood communal space identified in this research operate and how the key neighborhood 
variables involved in this study interact with each other. On the other hand, China has exhibited 
vast regional disparities in terms of economic, social, and political contexts. Guangzhou 
therefore is hardly representative of all Chinese cities. Results from this study should be 
interpreted cautiously within a local context. Keeping this in mind, it is arguable that the 
experience of Guangzhou provides one possibility of how grassroots community transformations 
might proceed in urban China, producing meaningful implications for community building 
programs and community governance in other cities. 
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8.4.2 Future studies 
The limitations of this research points to potential directions of future research. One immediate 
direction is research that delves into the two identified mechanisms in relation to different forms 
of community participation. Existing studies have mostly regarded community participation as 
one overall construct without differentiation. The case study of this dissertation, however, shows 
that different forms of community participation (informal versus formal) are subject to different 
factors. More systematic analyses are needed to elucidate these relationships.  
Second, future studies situated in other urban neighborhood contexts in China, such as 
danwei compounds, would yield results juxtaposing these neighborhoods with commodity 
housing estates and could provide meaningful insights into the grassroots transformation 
unfolding in China’s urban residential space.  
Third, this study calls for an integration of interdisciplinary theories pertaining to community 
participation and community organizing. Some results from this dissertation show similar 
patterns with those observed in other social and cultural contexts. This encourages future studies 
in the scholarship of community building/development to move beyond China and further verify 
the reliability of the integrated theoretical framework proposed by this research. 
Finally, this dissertation regards community participation as a behavioral outcome resulting 
from experiences of individuals with particular community environments. An equally important 
question that deserves future research is, how community participation can affect community 
environment. What forms of participation are more effective than others in pursuing positive or 
desirable community outcomes? These questions deserve future attention because they would 
provide a broader perspective toward a reciprocal relationship between the neighborhood 
environment and civic participation.   
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Glossary  
English terminology
CCE – community collective efficacy 
 
Commodity housing estate (xiaoqu, 
commodity neighborhood) – geographically 
bounded residential compounds built by private 
real estate developers that proliferate in the city 
space of contemporary China. Most commodity 
housing estates take the form of gated 
communities although the degree of “gatedness” 
varies from one place to another. They also 
feature some neighborhood design principles of 
New Urbanism neighborhoods in the U.S., such 
as communal spaces and facilities, mixed land 
use.  
 
Community building in the Chinese context is 
different from community building/development 
projects in the U.S. context. It is an initiative led 
by Chinese governments to strengthen the 
organization infrastructure at the grassroots level 
during the market-reform era. Its task is to build 
territory-based social institutions to perform 
various social functions and social control which 
used to be assumed by socialist work units. As 
its literal meaning suggests, urban 
“communities”, or more precisely shequ, are 
deliberately “built” with officially defined 
territory under the jurisdiction of Residents’ 
Committee. Literature sometimes refers to it as 
“community construction” to emphasize the role 
of the party-state in the process.  
 
Community participation – It is a form of 
community-based civic participation in a general 
sense, as opposed to participatory planning or 
development projects for poverty reduction or 
economic development. In this study, it refers to 
a local population’s voluntary involvement in 
community social and political activities.  
 
CP – Community Participation 
 
CSC – Community Social Capital 
 
Grassroots – grassroots are used in most cases 
in this study pertaining to the ordinary or 
common people, as is used in the U.S. context. 
When used with government structure, such as 
grassroots government agency, it refers to 
governmental organization at the very basic 
level (e.g., residents committee), which usually 
serves to manage the grassroots (Bray, 2006; 
Gui et al., 2009). It is often compared with other 
spontaneous grassroots community 
organizations, such as homeowners associations, 
which enjoy more social and political autonomy. 
 
HA – Homeowners’ Association. Homeowners 
Associations (HAs) in China have evolved 
slowly and cautiously at this stage because 
Chinese governments are wary of overpowering 
the grassroots and have placed HA activities 
under oversight and direction. Therefore, HAs in 
China differ significantly from homeowners’ 
associations in the U.S. in terms of the process 
of establishment, political autonomy, and 
financial independence.  
 
Household registration (hukou) – The 
household registration (hukou) is an internal 
“citizenship” system which was introduced in 
the socialist period to control domestic 
migration between rural and urban areas as well 
as migration from city to another. Based on the 
hukou status, the Chinese population can be 
divided into four categories: urban locals with 
non-agricultural local hukou, rural locals with 
agricultural local hukou, urban migrants with 
non-agricultural non-local hukou, and rural 
migrants with agricultural non-local hukou. This 
system is still in effect today and is tied to a 
series of social policies, including housing, 
education, social security. 
 
NA – Neighborhood Attachment 
 
Neighborhood communal space – places that 
are accessible to the residents of a community. 
Such spaces are concerned less with property 
rights than with shared uses by local residents. 
This concept is related to and yet different from 
the concept of public space. In this regard, it 
encompasses open space (e.g., park, street, 
sidewalks), informal meeting places (e.g., shops, 
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bars), places for group activities (e.g., clubs, 
churches), and other spaces shared by a 
collectivity (e.g., parking lot). 
 
Overdispersion (over-dispersed) – a term used 
in statistics to describe the presence of greater 
variability of the data than would be expected 
under the assumption of a particular model, e.g., 
Poisson model or a binomial model. 
 
PMC – Property Management Company. 
Professional companies which provide services 
regarding property management and 
maintenance under a contract with homeowners. 
In Chinese context, PMCs in commodity 
housing estates may be independent or affiliated 
with property developers.  
 
PSC – Private Social Capital 
 
Residents’ Committee (juwei) – a semi-state, 
semi-society social institution at the local level 
in urban China that exists to deliver basic social 
service and perform social control. It is the 
administrative body of shequ (see shequ and 
community building for more details).  
 
SOC – sense of community. The definition and 
measurement of this term vary in literature; but 
it usually refers to a bundle of sentiments toward 
a community (geographical or relational), 
including sense of membership, sense of 
influence, sense of fulfillment, and sense of 
commitment (McMillan & Chavis 1986).  
 
Street Office (jiedao) – the lowest level of 
government in China. It comprises a number of 
Residents’ Committees 
 
Traditional neighborhood (juwei 
neighborhood) – neighborhoods in urban China 
that were built before the early 1953, usually in 
the form of courtyard housing or lane/alley 
houses. Most of these traditional neighborhoods 
today are under administration of juwei 
(residents’ committee), therefore are also 
referred to as juwei neighborhood in this study.  
 
UV – Urban Village in China. It is a novel type 
of low-income neighborhoods in urban China 
which provide informal housing for millions of 
migrants who cannot afford formal housing in 
the city. It is substantially different from village-
like communities in the UK – city 
neighborhoods incorporating new urbanism 
design principles and ethnic enclaves in the US 
(Biddulph, 2000; Gans, 1962; Wu, 2011). 
 
Work unit (danwei) – the socialist workplaces, 
including state-owned enterprises and state-
sponsored institutes/agencies (e.g., schools, 
hospitals, government agencies).  
 
Work unit (danwei) compound – enclosed 
residential compounds developed by work units 
during the socialist period.  
 
Chinese terminology  
 
danwei [Dan Wei] – see work unit 
 
danwei compound – see work unit compound 
 
hukou [Hu Kou] – see household registration 
 
jiedao [Jye Dau] – see Street Office 
 
juwei [Jyu Wei] – see Residents Committee 
 
juwei neighborhood – see traditional 
neighborhood 
 
linong [Li Nung] – lane/alley housing 
 
shequ [She Chyu] – It is the Chinese translation 
of community. In the Chinese context, the 
official use of shequ does not equate with 
natural social groupings or geographical 
neighborhoods. Rather, it correlates with the 
territorial responsibility of Residents’ 
Committees – an administrative unit at the local 
level to perform functions determined by the 
government. This term in the dissertation is 
mainly used to indicate this specific 
interpretation of “community” in China. 
 
siheyuan [Sz He Ywan] – courtyard housing 
 
xiaoqu [Syau Chyu] – see commodity housing 
estate 
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Appendix A: Results of path analysis 
The following Tables 22-25 give model estimates of the path analysis. 
 
 
Table 22 Estimates of path analysis (standardized direct effect) 
Endogenous variables CP NA CSC PSC 
 Standardized Coefficients 
Measures of communal space     
Uses of communal space 0.021 -0.004 0.181*** 0.212*** 
Appraisal of communal space 0.020 0.289*** 0.043 – 
Intervening variables    – 
Acquaintance (PSC) 0.126*** 0.069** 0.084*** – 
Community social capital (CSC) 0.138*** 0.331*** – – 
Neighborhood attachment (NA) 0.079** – 0.360*** – 
Socio-demographic variables     
Homeowner (ref: renter) 0.144*** -0.004 0.029 0.018 
Local (ref: migrant) 0.122*** -0.022 0.046 -0.002 
Years of residence 0.067* 0.083** 0.038 0.188*** 
Education 0.048 -0.009 0.030 -0.113*** 
Household income per capita -0.022 -0.015 0.009 0.011 
Work sector (ref: private sector)     
- Government agencies 0.059* 0.088*** 0.002 0.040 
- Public-sector enterprise 0.035 0.008 0.016 0.037 
- Not working -0.050* 0.012 0.011 -0.051 
Male (ref: female) 0.045 -0.036 0.051* 0.019 
Age -0.022 0.104*** -0.045 -0.072* 
Never married (ref: ever married) -0.013 0.055* 0.026 -0.011 
Children (ref: no children under 16) -0.021 0.026 0.010 -0.013 
Intercept -0.864*** 2.245*** 1.010*** 0.194 
Variance 0.8299 0.7035 0.7648 0.8949 
Covariance  e.NA * e.CSC = -0.3448  
Model fitness     
R square 0.170 0.296 0.235 0.105 
Overall R square 0.508    
LR test of model vs. saturated: chi square (1) = 0.04, P > chi-square = 0.8365 
Note: The table shows standardized coefficients, which indicates the change in one variable given a change in 
another, both measured in standard deviation units. *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05. Source: computed based on 
survey data 
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Table 23 Estimates of path analysis (unstandardized direct effect) 
Endogenous variables CP NA CSC PSC 
Measures of communal space     
Uses of communal space 0.037 -0.002 0.112*** 3.723*** 
Appraisal of communal space 0.060 0.261*** 0.047 – 
Intervening variables     
Acquaintance (PSC) 0.013*** 0.002** 0.003*** – 
Community social capital (CSC) 0.386*** 0.276***   – – 
Neighborhood attachment (NA) 0.266** – 0.430*** – 
Socio-demographic variables     
Homeowner (ref: renter) 0.872*** -0.006 0.063 1.110 
Local (ref: migrant) 0.647*** -0.034 0.087 -0.112 
Years of residence 0.030* 0.011** 0.006 0.857*** 
Education 0.083 -0.005 0.019 -1.983*** 
Household income per capita -0.001 -0.0002 0.0002 0.006 
Work sector (ref: private sector)     
- Government agencies 0.357* 0.158*** 0.004 2.437 
- Public-sector enterprise 0.195 0.014 0.032 2.080 
- Not working -0.519* 0.038 0.040 -5.295 
Male (ref: female) 0.220 -0.049 0.088* 0.938 
Age -0.004 0.005*** -0.003 -0.119* 
Never married (ref: ever married) -0.098 0.126* 0.072 -0.887 
Children (ref: no children under 16) -0.107 0.039 0.017 -0.671 
  Note: *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05. Source: computed based on survey data 
 
 
Table 24 Estimates of path analysis (unstandardized indirect effect) 
Endogenous variables CP NA CSC PSC 
Measures of communal space     
Uses of communal space 0.113*** 0.047*** 0.030*** – 
Appraisal of communal space 0.153*** 0.050*** 0.134*** – 
Intervening variables    – 
Acquaintance (PSC) 0.003*** 0.001*** 0.001*** – 
Community social capital (CSC) 0.136*** 0.037*** 0.135*** – 
Neighborhood attachment (NA) 0.225*** 0.135*** 0.058*** – 
Socio-demographic variables    – 
Homeowner (ref: renter) 0.046 0.022 0.010 – 
Local (ref: migrant) 0.027 0.022 -0.006 – 
Years of residence 0.022*** 0.006*** 0.010*** – 
Education -0.022 -.001 -0.008 – 
Household income per capita 0.0001 .00004 -0.0001 – 
Work sector (ref: private sector)    – 
- Government agencies 0.116** 0.030 0.088*** – 
- Public-sector enterprise 0.055 0.019 0.020 – 
- Not working -0.040 0.0004 0.001 – 
Male (ref: female) 0.036 0.024 -0.008 – 
Age -0.001 -0.0005 0.002* – 
Never married (ref: ever married) 0.086 0.037 0.067* – 
Children (ref: no children under 16) 0.018 0.008 0.018 – 
  Note: *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05. Source: computed based on survey data 
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Table 25 Estimates of path analysis (total effect) 
Endogenous variables CP NA CSC PSC 
Measures of communal space     
Uses of communal space 0.150** 0.045** 0.142*** 3.723*** 
Appraisal of communal space 0.213** 0.311*** 0.185*** – 
Intervening variables    – 
Acquaintance (PSC) 0.015*** 0.003*** 0.004*** – 
Community social capital (CSC) 0.522*** 0.313*** 0.135*** – 
Neighborhood attachment (NA) 0.491*** 0.135*** 0.489*** – 
Socio-demographic variables     
Homeowner (ref: renter) 0.919*** 0.016 0.073 1.110 
Local (ref: migrant) 0.673*** -0.012 0.081 -0.112 
Years of residence 0.052*** 0.017*** 0.016*** 0.857*** 
Education 0.061 -0.006 0.010 -1.983*** 
Household income per capita -0.001 -0.0002 0.0001 0.006 
Work sector (ref: private sector)     
- Government agencies 0.473** 0.188*** 0.092 2.437 
- Public-sector enterprise 0.249 0.033 0.052 2.080 
- Not working -0.559* 0.039 0.041 -5.295 
Male (ref: female) 0.256* -0.024 0.080 0.938 
Age -0.004 0.005** -0.001 -0.119* 
Never married (ref: ever married) -0.012 0.163** 0.140 -0.887 
Children (ref: no children under 16) -0.089 0.047 0.036 -0.671 
  Note: *** p<0.001; ** p<0.01; * p<0.05. Source: computed based on survey data 
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Appendix B: Summary of hypotheses testing 
This table lists the propositions of the hypotheses developed from the theoretical framework and 
empirical results. 
Table 26 Summary of hypotheses testing 
Hypotheses Propositions Hypotheses 
accepted? 
Hypothesis 1 The presence of more communal spaces within a neighborhood is positively 
associated the local population’s community participation, net of effects of 
the social context and household-level factors. 
yes 
Hypothesis 2 Effects of neighborhood communal space on community participation, 
indicated by uses and appraisal of communal space, are explained by 
neighborhood-based social capital and neighborhood attachment. 
yes 
Hypothesis 2.1 Effects of uses of communal space can be explained by neighborhood-based 
social capital and neighborhood attachment 
yes 
Hypothesis 2.2 Effects of appraisal of communal spaces can be explained by neighborhood-
based social capital and neighborhood attachment. 
yes 
Hypothesis 3 Neighborhood communal space has indirect rather than direct effects on 
community participation. 
yes 
Hypothesis 3.1 Frequency of uses of communal space has significant indirect effects on 
community participation. 
yes 
Hypothesis 3.2 Appraisal of communal space has significant indirect effects on community 
participation. 
yes 
Hypotheses 4.1 
(Social capital 
mechanism) 
Neighborhood-based social capital has significant and positive effects on 
community participation; neighborhood attachment has non-significant 
effects on participation or only indirect effects through social capital. 
partially 
Hypothesis 4.1a Community social capital exerts direct positive effects on community 
participation. 
yes 
Hypothesis 4.1b Private social capital exerts weaker effects than community social capital on 
community participation. 
yes 
Hypothesis 4.1c Neighborhood attachment has non-significant direct effect on community 
participation. 
rejected 
Hypotheses 4.2 
(Intra-physic 
mechanism)  
Neighborhood attachment has significant and positive effects on community 
participation; neighborhood-based social capital has only indirect effects 
through attachment. 
partially 
Hypothesis 4.2a Neighborhood attachment has significant and positive effects on participation. yes 
Hypothesis 4.2b Both private and community social capital exert indirect effects on 
participation through attachment. 
rejected 
Hypothesis 5.1 
(Social capital 
mechanism) 
Frequency of uses of neighborhood communal space affects community 
participation through social capital effects. 
yes 
Hypothesis 5.1a Frequency of uses neighborhood communal space is positively associated 
with private social capital and community social capital. 
yes 
Hypothesis 5.1b Frequency of uses of neighborhood communal space is non-significantly 
associated with neighborhood attachment. 
yes 
Hypothesis 5.1c Indirect effects of uses of neighborhood communal space on community 
participation through neighborhood-based social capital are stronger than its 
indirect effects through neighborhood attachment. 
yes 
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Table 26 (cont.)   
   
Hypotheses Propositions Hypotheses 
accepted? 
Hypotheses 5.2 
(Intra-physic 
mechanism) 
Environmental appraisal of communal space affects community participation 
mainly through neighborhood attachment. 
 
yes 
Hypothesis 5.2a Appraisal of neighborhood communal space is non-significantly associated 
with neighborhood-based social capital. 
yes 
Hypothesis 5.2b Appraisal of neighborhood communal space is positively associated with 
neighborhood attachment. 
yes 
Hypothesis 5.2c Indirect effects of appraisal of neighborhood communal space on community 
participation through neighborhood attachment are stronger than its indirect 
effects through neighborhood-based social capital. 
yes 
 
 
